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Chapter 1

 


County Surrey, England

Fall, 1811

 


Sabrina Chester grimaced and closed the door
on the voices. “Cinderella, indeed,” she muttered to herself. It
wasn’t particularly humorous four years ago and it was even less so
today. It was a cruel lesson for the young and privileged Sabrina
to learn that friendship extended so long as the wealth and
connections endured. Sabrina’s change in status quickly reduced her
from a pampered young lady attending Davies’ Academy for Young
Women to a servant in that same school.

She glanced in the mirror as the giggles
faded down the hall. She looked no different than she had that day.
Dark smudges brushed her cheeks and nose, and cobwebs bedecked her
hair. The only real difference? She was four years older, four
years wiser and, four years stronger, and determined not to let the
other girls bother her.

“Well if I am Cinderella, where is my
prince?” She reached for the wash cloth and soap.

Before the damage could be repaired however,
Lady Millicent, with her golden curls and clear blue eyes,
returned. “Cinderella, the prince is here and Lady Davies requests
your presence at once.”

Sabrina rolled her eyes, ignored the girl
and turned back to the mirror. She dipped the cloth into the cool
water.

“I am serious. Mrs. Davies insisted you
attend her at once.”

Sighing and setting the cloth aside, Sabrina
wondered what her employer could possibly want now.

A number of gentlemen stood in the foyer
thanking Lady Davies for her hospitality. Sabrina brought herself
up short and stepped into the shadows. In the middle of the group
stood none other than Prince George himself. She pasted a smile on
her lips and glided down the hall. Sabrina refused to behave any
less the lady she had been raised, despite her reduced
circumstances. This aggravated Lady Davies and the young women of
privilege to no end, which gave Sabrina no small amount of
pleasure.

Though she would have liked to forget her
current appearance, Sabrina could not and held back, waiting until
Lady Davies summoned her forward. From her spot by the stairs,
Sabrina studied the group of gentlemen. The Prince Regent was the
oldest. Had he not been married, and so old, she would have
wondered if after being given the ridiculous nickname, her own
happy ending hadn’t been assured. She bit her lip to keep from
laughing at the bizarre thought.

A few of the gentlemen were of a similar age
to the prince. The rest were younger, close to her cousin, Ramsey’s
age of twenty-eight. It was obvious they had been out riding, given
their clothing, windblown hair, and ruddy cheeks. Sabrina couldn’t
imagine what brought about their visit to the academy, let alone
the parish they resided in. They were almost a full day’s ride from
London.

Goodness, she hoped they weren’t staying.
The household was understaffed as it was. She could just image how
demanding the prince would be, let alone the accompanying
gentlemen. She wouldn’t get a wink of rest.

There were ten gentlemen in all, but one
caught and held her attention, though she couldn’t imagine why. He
stood to the side, talking with three others of similar age. He was
taller than the older men in the foyer and his brown eyes held a
warm humor, full lips quirked in an easy smile at something one of
his companions said. His forehead was high and his brown hair had
been clipped neatly, barely touching the collar of his jacket. His
nose was similar to those she had seen on Greek statues in her
youth, though his had a slight bump on the top center and she idly
wondered how it had been broken. The gentleman’s cheekbones were
just as strong and high.

Clearly an aristocrat.

Though there were flaws, such as the small
scar underneath his left ear, the previously broken nose, and the
receding hairline, Sabrina found him to be the most intriguing man
she had ever seen.

It wasn’t so much his face, though that was
pleasant in itself. It was the warmth in his eyes, the free
affection of slapping his friend on the shoulder, easy laughter
that revealed straight white teeth, and something else, she
couldn’t name, that held her mesmerized.

She shook the silly thoughts from her head,
forced her eyes away from the gentlemen and searched for Lady
Davies. It would serve no purpose to wish for the impossible. At
one time, the idea of attracting a lord was a probability, if not
expected. Another expectation brought to an end by her reduced
circumstances.

Millicent approached Lady Davies, curtsying
to those surrounding her and sank deeply before the prince before
she addressed the Head Mistress. Sabrina noticed the mischievous
twinkle in Millicent’s eyes, gritted her teeth and waited.

“I have summoned Cinderella, Lady
Davies.”

Sabrina watched as Millicent slowly walked
past the gentlemen who had held her own attention earlier, smiling
sweetly at them. Within a month Millicent would be leaving the
academy, returning to her own home in preparations for her first
Season the following spring. The gentlemen in the corner, and
others like them, would soon be paying court to the young woman and
Sabrina had to fight the anger and jealousy that welled up within.
In the past years a number of young ladies had left the household
for the same purpose and most had married. It had never bothered
Sabrina before, so why did it bother her today?

Lady Davies nodded her head and Sabrina
approached her employer. Sabrina, too, gracefully sunk into a deep
curtsey before Prince George, then a less dramatic curtsey to those
standing with him, before she turned her attention to her
mistress.

Lady Davies looked down her nose, clearly
displeased with Sabrina’s appearance and sniffed. “His Regent’s
horse has suffered a minor injury. The horse will stay here while
Thompson sees to the poor thing.”

Sabrina nodded politely and wondered what a
lame horse had to do with her, unless the prince had decided to
stay with the animal.

Lady Davies continued. “Mr. Marius Parker
has agreed to remain behind and return the horse when he has
healed.”

Good, Sabrina thought. Only one of them
would stay.

“I need you to prepare the cottage. See to
it immediately.”

She dismissed Sabrina and turned her
attention to the prince and continued, “I would offer a room within
this academy, but we have a number of young ladies from good
families, and I feel it best for all if a bachelor is not sleeping
under the same roof.”

The prince laughed. “After Lady Millicent’s
appraisal of Parker, I can well understand your concern.”

So, one of the four was Mr. Parker. She
couldn’t decide if she wanted him to be the brown eyed one or not.
She curtseyed, left the hall and made her way to the cottage and
wondered if Lady Davies had suggested this place as another form of
punishment. The cottage hadn’t been cleaned since spring and
Sabrina couldn’t imagine why the woman wished him to stay here when
there were vacant rooms in the guest wing. It wasn’t as if other
gentlemen hadn’t stayed before. Then again, they had been fathers
or brothers visiting. Perhaps Lady Davies was concerned the
stranger would take advantage of one of the young ladies, or vice
versa, if she had paid any attention to the appraising look
Millicent had given the younger men.

She unlocked the door, stepped inside and
couldn’t help but groan. Thank goodness it was small, with only
three rooms. Otherwise, it would take a week to remove the dust and
bring the place up to living standards. As it was, she wasn’t sure
the task could be accomplished before it was time for Mr. Parker to
retire.

 


* * *

 


At first Marius Parker was not at all
pleased when Prince George asked him to remain behind. He agreed,
only because it was Prinny who asked. The last place he wanted to
spend the next few evenings was in an Academy for Young Ladies. How
many were in residence? One would be too many.

The task Marius had been assigned would
normally have been given to a servant. Unfortunately, none had
accompanied them on this particular trip and the prince would not
allow even one of his guards to remain. Thus, the pleasure of
staying with the royal horse fell to him.

Relief flooded through him when he heard he
would be staying in a cottage. At least he would be allowed some
privacy and solitude. Perhaps he would be left completely alone.
Unfortunately, he knew all too well that wasn’t likely to happen.
Besides meals, he was sure the young ladies would offer
entertainment that evening. Probably of a musical variety. He was a
captured male guest and would have to endure politely until he
could make his escape.

While the prince and the older gentlemen
relaxed over tea with Lady Davies, Marius, and his friends, Dillon
Chamber and Lord Felding, were accompanied by six young ladies on a
stroll in the garden. While the girls smiled and blushed, Noah and
Dillon continued to charm them. Only Lady Millicent remained at
Marius’ side, attempting to draw him into conversation. Due to his
years of practice, Marius responded politely but refrained from
being too attentive.

“Oh, look,” Lady Millicent stated, with a
laugh while pointing beyond the garden. “Cinderella is on the roof.
Whatever is she doing?”

He shielded his eyes against the sun and
looked to where she pointed, as did his companions. It was as she
had said. The servant who had been told to see to the cottage was
indeed on its roof and apparently reaching into the chimney.
Surely her name wasn’t really Cinderella.

What had possessed her to climb onto the
roof? Wasn’t there a male servant around to see to the task? It was
dangerous enough to climb in pants and boots, let alone a skirt. He
wondered if he should assist somehow when she withdrew something
from the chimney. He couldn’t see very well from this distance, but
guessed it was a bird’s nest. He hoped so, recalling the time he
had dislodged a similar nest from his hunting lodge. Except in his
case, the chimney had become a home to a family of badgers and the
mother had not been happy with his disruption.

The group watched Cinderella cross the roof
to a nearby tree. Steadying herself, she reached and placed the
nest on a limb. Marius held his breath, afraid she would fall. When
he started forward, Lady Millicent held tight to his arm. “Don’t
concern yourself, Mr. Parker. Cinderella is used to this type of
chore. After all, she is a servant.”

Marius was reminded once again how lowly
servants were sometimes viewed by his class. They didn’t matter and
were easily replaced. “Surely there is a man about who could have
seen to the task?”

The ladies laughed in unison. “She is
perfectly capable of the chores assigned and our male servants
certainly have more important duties at the moment,” Lady Millicent
insisted.

Was the young lady so ignorant that she
didn’t realize the need for what Cinderella was doing and not
simply rescuing birds. It would be pointless to explain he
supposed.

Once the chimney was finally unblocked,
Cinderella carefully descended the ladder to return inside.

“See, she has survived,” Millicent added.
“Of course, no real lady would have undertaken such a task.” Her
female companions shared a look and laughed. Their humor was lost
on Marius.

“I could think of one,” Noah offered in a
dry tone.

Lady Millicent smiled up at Noah, a dimple
at the corner of her mouth. She must have thought Noah to be
jesting. “Who would that be, Lord Felding?”

“I am sure he is referring to his sister,
Lady Sandlin.” Dillon chuckled.

“Lord Sandlin’s wife?” .

Sandlin came up from behind. “Did I hear my
wife mentioned?”

Marius turned toward him. “Felding was just
remarking how we do know one particular lady who would retrieve a
bird’s nest from a chimney.”

Sandlin groaned. “I have no doubt. However,
let’s keep this particular instance to ourselves as I don’t want to
give my wife any ideas.”

The smiles fell from the young women’s faces
and they exchanged looks of confusion. Marius was not about to
enlighten them to the reckless nature of Lady Sandlin.

“I have come to retrieve you,” Sandlin
announced. “Prinny is ready to leave.”

Marius wanted to scream and beg them to not
leave him alone. Instead, he politely escorted Lady Millicent back
into the house and bid farewell to the prince and his
companions.

 


* * *

 


Marius leaned against the doorjamb and
studied her in silence. The maid knelt on the floor and leaned into
the hearth. A shapely ankle stuck out from beneath the pale blue,
muslin skirt. He had only observed her for a short time earlier,
while she stood to receive her instructions from Lady Davies and
had been intrigued then. Clearly Cinderella was a servant, but she
held herself and had the mannerisms of a lady. While his hostess
talked down to her, Cinderella had kept her chin high, back rigid,
yet respectful to her employer. Though she had been dirty from her
chores, for one couldn’t miss the dirt smudged at the end of her
pert nose, nor the cobwebs in her russet hair, she was far from a
filthy scullery maid. Beneath the dirt were rounded, rosy cheeks,
full, equally rosy lips and dark blue eyes, fringed with dark
lashes. Her figure on the other hand was completely concealed by
the large dress that resembled a sack. Only the full apron, tied
behind her back gave any hint that Cinderella was concealing a
rounded, shapely figure. The type of figure he always found himself
attracted to over the slimmer ones.

That name. It couldn’t be. He had to know.
“Surely your name isn’t really Cinderella?” He tried to hide his
humor, if indeed that was her christened name.

She jumped at his voice and hit her head on
the bricks above. “Ouch!” she yelped. With a hand rubbing the back
of her head, she settled back on her heels.

Marius immediately kneeled beside her. “I am
so sorry.” He certainly hadn’t meant to startle her. Lifting his
hand, he felt behind her head where her hand had rubbed, brushing
his warm fingers against hers.

For an instant their eyes locked. She pulled
away first. Standing, she straightened her gown and finally smiled
at him. “I am fine.” She laughed softly.

Her smile was beautiful, dimples on either
side of her mouth. No, not beautiful. Adorable, Marius thought
before remembering his place. He tried to forget the instantaneous
emotion, or perhaps it was desire, that shot through him when her
dark blue eyes looked into his at the same moment their fingers
brushed together.

He wondered if she felt the same instant
attraction. “Is your name truly Cinderella?”

“Only if you are my fairy godmother.”

Marius returned her smile. “If I were?”

Her eyes sparkled with amusement. Tapping
her fingernail against her chin, oblivious to the black, greasy
spots on the back of her hands, she seemed to consider the
question. “Well, I do have a rather large pumpkin in the garden. I
am sure I could find some mice in the barn. I don’t have any rats
though. Do you suppose birds would do?” She asked in all
seriousness, tilted her head to the side, and looked at Marius for
an answer.

“I am not sure,” he returned, trying to
remain as serious as she. “I will have to give it some
thought.”

Cinderella sighed. “Of course, unless you
know of some young, handsome prince having a ball, there is
really no need.”

Marius was intrigued by this adorable woman.
“Alas, my dear lady I know of no ball.”

“Then I suppose I’ll leave you to your
privacy and return to the house.” She curtseyed. “Please let me
know if you need anything Mr. Parker.” She picked up her cleaning
items, and started for the door.

“There is one thing, miss.”

She turned toward him. “Yes?”

“Your name. What is it?”

She smiled, revealing her dimples once
again. “Sabrina,” she answered with another quick curtsey before
leaving the cottage.

 


 



Chapter 2

 


 


Marius strolled to the main house for
breakfast, in no real hurry to spend time with Lady Davies and the
young women. He had checked on the horse and learned that it would
be at least another day before the animal could walk any distance.
Perhaps even more before it could hold a rider. If that were the
case, Marius would consider another means of transportation for
himself and find a cart for the horse if necessary.

Not far from the stables a garden had been
planted. Most of the vegetables had already been harvested, yet
Sabrina stood toward the back with a basket hooked over her arm.
Once again he admired the view of her backside as she bent over. He
called out a greeting and waited for her to respond.

Sabrina stood, smiled and waved. Her smile
grew and after signaling him to wait for a moment, she skipped over
two rows.

Marius grinned and wondered what she was up
to. This time she bent over and lifted a cumbersome pumpkin. “Will
this do?” She asked with a laugh.

Marius returned her laugh. “A very fine
pumpkin indeed. I will keep my ears open for news of that special
ball.”

She set the pumpkin back on the ground and
curtseyed. “Thank you, kind sir.”

They did not speak for the rest of the day
or evening. The young ladies of the academy took it upon themselves
to keep Marius properly entertained. He did however see Sabrina
often, usually when one of the girls was in need of something
minor. When Sabrina wasn’t fetching a parasol or cloak, she was
dutifully working, both inside the house and out. She was intent on
her tasks and gave no notice to the others. On the few occasions
when their eyes did meet, she smiled.

The others spoke down to her, which hadn’t
surprised him. It was as if the girls went out of their way to
disrupt Sabrina as much as possible simply to remind her of her
lower status. Without being disrespectful, Sabrina saw to the
requested tasks, as if these small matters were of no consequence.
It was impossible not to admire the young servant given the rude
and haughty manner in which she was treated.

It was past dark when Marius was finally
able to escape to the cottage. He longed to leave the following
day, to be away from the household of young ladies. On the other
hand, he was reluctant to part from Sabrina so soon. He could make
no sense of his desire as he barely knew her. Her frequent smiles
were infectious. Did she allow anything to dampen her mood?

The bed had already been turned down and a
fire burned brightly. It appeared his Cinderella had already been
there and left. Marius was somewhat disappointed that he had missed
her. Out of all the young ladies present, she was the one he would
have actually enjoyed talking with.

 


* * *

 


As she began to ready herself for bed,
Sabrina was called to Lady Davies office. She couldn’t help but
wonder what she had done now and stood before the desk waiting.

“It appears you are quite taken with our
guest,” Lady Davies observed.

Sabrina eyed her with curiosity. “I don’t
understand what you mean. He appears to be a nice gentleman.”

In anger Lady Davies rose to tower over
Sabrina. “Do not play coy with me, girl. The entire household
watched the two of you flirt throughout the day.”

Sabrina blanched. “You misunderstand.”

Lady Davies held up her hand to silence her.
“Don’t bother denying it. His taste cannot be helped,” she spit out
in disgust. “It is the reason I have called you here.”

Sabrina waited, a feeling of dread crept
into her belly. Lady Davies held the same look of anticipated
pleasure she always held before assigning Sabrina some disgusting
chore.

“As he is our guest, and a personal friend
of the Prince Regent, it is your duty to see to his every comfort,
and need.”

“I have already seen that the cottage is
comfortable and he has everything he needs.”

A small, cruel smile came to the older
woman’s face. “I am speaking of his other comforts. Go to him and
make yourself available,” she said, with a gleam in her eye. “My
school could only benefit if Mr. Parker leaves having enjoyed a
very pleasant visit. Perhaps the Prince will even return after
learning how accommodating I am to my very important guests while
still educating and sheltering the gently bred young ladies,
wealthy enough to become the wife of an aristocrat.”

Sabrina knew she paled as the meaning of
what she was being told sank in. “I will not,” she spat back.

Lady Davies’ hand cracked across her cheek
barely a second after the words had left Sabrina’s lips. “You are a
servant and will do as I say.”

Sabrina stood straighter, refusing to place
a hand on her burning cheek. “I may be your servant but I refuse to
do this.”

Lady Davies brought herself taller. “You do
realize that I could dismiss you now.”

Sabrina stood equally as straight, refusing
to be cowed and looked her employer in the eye. “Yes.”

“I’ll see to it that not one household
welcomes you into their employ. There will be nowhere to go.”

Sabrina knew the power the woman held.
Still, she would not do what was being asked. “I understand
completely.”

Lady Davies smiled again, anticipating
victory. “Then you will go to Mr. Parker now.”

Sabrina turned and walked to the door to put
as much distance between herself and Lady Davies. Before exiting,
she gave her answer. “I will not act the whore for you or anyone
else.” She closed the door and hurried to her room.

For the moment, time was on her side. Lady
Davies could not force her to offer herself to Mr. Parker. Sabrina
also knew that matters would only get worse from here. She had
always known the time would come when she would have to leave the
academy with no character reference. It appeared her employment
would end tonight. If she waited to be officially dismissed, Lady
Davies would not allow her to take anything with her. By leaving
now, Sabrina would be allowed to take the few remaining possessions
she could call her own.

Anticipating the cooler temperatures, she
wore two extra dresses, as well as her cloak. All were far too
large for her so making everything fit was not an issue. She
stuffed the remaining clothing and personal items into a satchel
and waited until the house grew quiet and she was assured all were
asleep. Quietly, she let herself from the house and allowed one
backward glance before beginning her walk toward the road to
London.

She had a few funds and wasn’t about to
waste them on a coach. It should only take her a couple of days, at
the most, to reach London. She hoped there were some inexpensive
inns on the way. Tonight however, there would be no rest. She
needed to put as much distance between herself and the academy as
possible.

 


* * *

 


As the day was breaking, Marius checked on
the horse, anxious to be on his way. The decision to leave had come
in the early morning hours after awakening from a dream involving
Sabrina. There was no future here and it was best to leave before
he found himself breaking one of his own rules about dallying with
servants.

Thompson assured him the horse could be
ridden, but only a short distance. With no rider, and at an easy
pace, the horse could make the journey to London. From Thompson he
also learned where he could hire a coach or horse in the nearby
town. With his mind made up, Marius set his course and made his way
to the house to advise Lady Davies of his plans before
breakfast.

Luck was on his side. The woman he sought
was descending the stairs.

“How was your night, Mr. Parker?”

“It was pleasant. Thank you.”

The woman had a strange smile on her face.
Almost one of anticipation. “And have you enjoyed your stay? Have
you been provided with everything you need?”

“Yes, it has been most pleasant indeed.” He
held the chair in the dining room out for her. “However, I must
bring it to an end.”

The smile fell from her face. “Has something
not pleased you?”

“No, as I said, this has been a pleasant
stay, but I wish to return to my own home and the horse can now
travel.”

One by one the young ladies began to wander
into the room, The first stopped and offered an apology for her
tardiness. Those who followed did the same. Finally, as Lady
Millicent entered, apologizing as well, Madame Davies questioned
her charges. “May I ask why each of you is tardy this morning?”

“Sabrina did not wake us.” Lady Millicent
answered.

Displeased, Lady Davies looked at each young
woman, who nodded in agreement. She turned her eyes to Marius. “Mr.
Parker, have you seen Sabrina this morning?”

He shook his head. “No, I have not seen her
since yesterday afternoon.”

Lady Davies’ lips pursed together in
irritation. She stood and placed her napkin on the table. “Please
excuse me.”

The room was strangely quiet with the
woman’s departure. Each girl sat silent, not touching the food on
their plate. After a few moments Lady Davies returned, her anger
evident. “Sabrina will not be available today.” Her statement left
no option for questions or discussions. After sharing speculative
looks, the girls turned their attention to their meal.

 


* * *

 


No wonder this particular parish seemed to
prosper, they were mercenary in their trade. After speaking with no
less than five men, he finally purchased transportation back to
London. Not one of them had a horse for lent or sale. The only item
available to him was a curricle an older man wanted to be rid of.
Though Marius was refused a horse originally, he was gladly sold
two to pull the conveyance. Finally accepting the offer and needing
to be on his way, Marius paid far more than the transportation was
worth. He didn’t want to think about the profit the older man had
made. Still, he would find a use for the curricle and horses. If
not, he would sell them in London, most certainly suffering a
financial loss.

With the royal horse tied to the back, and
traveling at a moderate pace, Marius finally headed toward
London.

He had been traveling for a few hours and
was becoming bored. He preferred traveling on horseback, which was
much quicker. Or, in a closed carriage while someone else drove
while he either read or slept. This was mundane. Not a soul in
sight, not even interesting wildlife. The only good thing about
this travel was that it was a clear day of mild temperatures. With
no cover, he would have been most put out if it had decided to
rain.

He scanned the road ahead, hoping to find
something of interest, not expecting anything when he saw the lone
figure walking ahead. It was a female, as identified by clothing,
and she was carrying a satchel. What was she doing out here, in the
middle of nowhere? Shrugging, he pondered the possibilities for
entertainment and glanced over as he passed her. It took just a
moment to recognize the young woman and he halted the horses. He
turned in his seat to look at the figure now walking toward him.
Surely he was mistaken.

Marius was stunned to see Cinderella, no,
Sabrina. “Good day, Sabrina. Might I ask what you are doing?”

She tilted her head to answer him.
“Walking.”

“Obviously. Where are you going and why
aren’t you at the academy?”

She straightened her head and looked him in
the eye. “I am on my way to London. I no longer work at the
academy.”

Lady Davies hadn’t mentioned Sabrina had
quit or even left for that matter. Still, she had to have been gone
when he arrived at breakfast for her to be this far on her trip. In
fact, Sabrina would have had to have left in the dead of the night.
“I take it Lady Davies didn’t know you were leaving.”

Sabrina’s spine stiffened, but she didn’t
answer.

Marius noted the apprehension in her eyes
and wondered why she was backing away from him. “What is wrong,
Sabrina?”

“Did she send you after me? If she did I am
not going back, no matter what she promised you.”

Marius was lost. “She didn’t even mention
you were gone. When the others said you hadn’t been at your duties,
I assumed you were ill.”

Sabrina relaxed slightly. “I couldn’t stay
any longer.”

Marius .jumped from his seat. “You have been
walking for hours, at night, alone?”

“I was perfectly fine.” Her chin jutted out
in defiance.

Marius shook his head. Nobody with any sense
walked alone in the middle of the night. “What will you do in
London?”

“Find another position.”

“Did Lady Davies provide a reference?”

“No, she didn’t.”

Marius couldn’t understand her lack of
concern. Had she no idea that doors would be closed to her without
proper references? “Perhaps if you had waited until morning,” he
offered, though he knew it was too late.

“Mr. Parker, I knew two years ago that Lady
Davies would never write a reference for me. I only stayed because
it was easier than striking out on my own.”

Concern grew in Marius. What would become of
her? He already could guess and he wouldn’t allow it. “Why did you
leave now?”

She turned away from him and studied his
horses instead. “She gave me a duty I wasn’t willing to perform.
Had I waited to resign this morning, she would not have allowed me
to take any of my personal possessions. She believes that
everything I have is rightfully hers.”

Marius continued to watch her with
curiosity. She already did most of the work. “What was it she
wanted you to do?”

A blush strained Sabrina’s cheeks. “I would
rather not say.”

Marius studied her, trying to guess what
could have made her leave this way. Then he recalled what Sabrina
had said about Lady Davies promising him something. “Did it have
anything to do with me?”

Her blush only deepened. Sabrina didn’t
answer him.

Marius was convinced it had to do with him.
“Tell me what Lady Davies wanted you to do.”

Sighing, Sabrina looked up at him. “She
ordered me to see to all your needs.” Sabrina answered in a
quiet voice.

“As in offering yourself to me?”

Sabrina’s face deepened into a dark red.
“Yes. I wasn’t willing and knew if I stayed, things would only get
more difficult. So, I left.”

Still shocked, Marius stepped closer.
“Sabrina, if you would have come to me, I would have turned you
away.”

Her eyes showed disbelief so he continued.
“I do not dally with servants, even those as attractive as you. I
would not have broken that rule, especially if I knew you were
being sent to me as if Lady Davies was your. . .”

Her blush returned. Marius took her arm and
escorted her to the curricle. “Let me drive you to London.”

Sabrina took a step back. “No, I
couldn’t.”

Marius pulled her along. “Yes, you can. I
feel partially responsible for you being in this predicament and, I
could use the company.”

Sabrina stood rooted in her spot.

“I promise to be on my best behavior.
Besides, I am not about to leave you out here alone. If you didn’t
get into the curricle, I will simply walk along beside you.”

Sabrina narrowed her eyes as if she didn’t
believe him.

He stood and waited. He would wait all day
if necessary.

With a deep sigh, Sabrina allowed him to
assist her onto the seat. She moaned once she was off her feet. “It
feels good to sit down.”

Marius merely chuckled and set he horses
into motion once again. “There is a village further down the road.
Have you eaten recently?”

She dismissed the need to stop. “I had some
bread and cheese a short while ago.”

A short while ago could have been hours as
far as Marius was concerned and he wasn’t going to let her starve
either. “Good, I am famished and we both could use a good
meal.”

Her eyes widened. “I am not really
hungry.”

Marius suspected she probably didn’t have
funds for food, and he wasn’t about to let her go without a meal.
“We shall see.”




Chapter 3

 


 


Sabrina was happy to ride rather than walk.
Her feet did not throb nearly as much, though her back still ached.
Who would have thought the walk would have made her so sore and
weary? It wasn’t as if she wasn’t used to doing chores all day
long. She climbed stairs and ladders, carried water, cleaned
floors, chimneys and everything else. Simply walking shouldn’t have
tired her out. It must just be the lack of sleep.

The village was small but Mr. Parker located
a coaching inn and escorted Sabrina inside. After taking seats in
the back of the room, he proceeded to order for both of them before
she could form an objection. Sabrina knew she should save every
shilling, still she couldn’t deny the hunger gnawing at her belly,
nor hide the grumbling as the aromas drifted toward her from the
tables where other patrons were eating.

Mr. Parker chuckled and leaned toward her.
“I thought you weren’t hungry?”

With half a smile, she shrugged. “I suppose
I am.”

After they ate in silence, Sabrina excused
herself. When she returned, Mr. Parker waited for her. “I’ve seen
to our meal.” He offered his arm and escorted her outside to the
curricle.

Sabrina opened her mouth to argue. Mr.
Parker held up a hand to silence her before he helped her up into
the seat. “I assume you have few funds. As I feel partially
responsible for you being in this situation I insist on seeing to
the expenses until I deliver you safely to London.”

“It is not necessary.” She was thankful yet
it wasn’t easy for her to take charity.

Mr. Parker slid into the seat. “I beg to
differ, so humor me.” He set the horses into motion once again.

Sabrina didn’t have the energy to argue and
his assistance would save her precious funds. “Thank you,” she
finally offered with sigh. “I promise to pay back each shilling
once I have secured a position.”

 


* * *

 


After they were away from the village,
Marius began with his questions. “So Sabrina, do you have a last
name by chance? I am not sure Cinderella did.”

She laughed. “She must have, but I don’t
know what it was. My last name is Chester.”

Marius knew a few Chesters and it wasn’t an
uncommon name. “Do you have any family?”

“My mother died when I was young. My father
was killed at Køge.”

Marius nodded. “What regiment was your
father in?”

She sighed. “None. He shouldn’t have even
been injured, let alone killed.”

Marius turned, looking at her oddly. “Why do
you say that?”

“My father was fascinated with war and
strategy. When he could, he would visit Wellesley.”

“Your father knew Wellesley?” Marius was
astonished her father knew someone of such importance.

“They met in Eton and renewed their
acquaintance at the French Royal Academy of
Equitation. When Wellesley enlisted, my grandfather forbade
my father from doing the same. So, my father would visit Wellesley
whenever he could, staying in the background, listening to
Wellesley’s difficulties in war, sharing a drink or two. I suppose
simply being a friend.”

Marius was bewildered. Her father had been a
friend of Wellesley and attended Eton with him? That alone meant
she had not always been poor, or at least her father hadn’t been.
Why would her grandfather have refused to let his son buy a
commission, unless he was the heir? “Did you have no other
family?”

“Only my Uncle James and Cousin Ramsey,” she
answered with a shrug.

Marius shook his head. No, it couldn’t be
the same family. Could it? “The Earl of Chesterfield is your
uncle?”

Sabrina turned to question Marius, surprise
lit in her eyes. “Do you know my uncle then?”

Hesitantly, he answered. “Yes, by
acquaintance only. Chester, Ramsey to you, on the other hand, I’ve
come to know fairly well these past few years.”

Her eyes brightened at his name. “How is he?
Did he do well in school? He wrote that he had married. Have you
met his wife? Is she nice?”

The thoughts tumbled over in his mind and
Marius didn’t know what to say first. Why had Lord Chesterfield let
his niece become a servant? Why had Ramsey allowed it? He knew
Ramsey rather well and couldn’t believe he merrily went through
life while his cousin was made to wait on others.

“Mr. Parker?” Sabrina asked, intruding on
his thoughts.

Hesitantly, Marius answered. “He is well and
his wife is charming.”

“Good. I so want him to be happy.” Sabrina
relaxed beside him. A moment later she straightened again and
turned toward him. “Could you do me a favor?”

“What?”

“When you speak with Ramsey, don’t tell him
I was working as a servant at the academy.”

This was becoming more and more bizarre.
“Why not, doesn’t he know?”

Her shocked eyes beseeched him. “No. He must
never learn. I promised Uncle James never to tell him.”

“Why wouldn’t he want your cousin to
know?”

Sabrina sighed and sat quiet for a moment.
“Can I trust you not to say anything?” Marius did not like where
this was going and never promised anything without knowing exactly
what he was promising and why. “I’ll try.”

This assurance must have been good enough
for Sabrina. “When Uncle James inherited the title, after my father
was killed, I was a student at the academy.”

This at least explained, somewhat, how she
came to be Cinderella. There was still a large gap in the
history.

Sabrina continued. “The family was in a bad
financial situation according to Uncle James”

Marius was dumbfounded. Lord Chesterfield
was a very wealthy man and had been since he could remember, or at
least he certainly gave that appearance. Ramsey wasn’t lacking
either. Quietly, he waited for the rest of the story.

“Ramsey had not been out of school all that
long and Uncle James wanted him to have the best of everything. All
the right connections, be embraced by the ton, and
everything that went with it. Uncle hoped Ramsey would marry an
heiress to help save the family.”

Marius only nodded. Was she really talking
about the people he knew?

“Uncle could no longer pay for my schooling
and I couldn’t return to his home because his wife was frail and
ailing.”

Marius tried to keep his face impassive.
Lady Chesterfield had always been a healthy and very robust
woman.

“I agreed to stay on at the academy to earn
my own way so Ramsey wouldn’t have to suffer.”

Marius looked down at her. “Ramsey knows
nothing of this?”

“No. If he knew, Ramsey would never have
agreed and sacrificed his own future to protect me. It was
necessary that he marry well to save the family and our
property.”

“So, he thinks you stayed at school all this
time? Didn’t he suspect anything when it was time for you to have a
Season?” Marius asked, still boggled from all that he was
hearing.

“He did write and ask, several times. I
insisted that I was happy where I was and considering a teaching
position. I knew he didn’t have the funds to finance a Season.”

Marius was amazed, stupefied, outraged and
confused all at once. “That was very unselfish of you, Sabrina. Or
should I say, Lady Sabrina.”

She laughed then. “Sabrina is fine. I
haven’t been addressed as Lady in a long time.”

It didn’t bother her, which was painfully
obvious. However, Marius knew the truth and wondered why she had
been kept at the academy.

The silence stretched between them and soon
Marius felt Sabrina on his shoulder. She had fallen asleep. Who
could blame her? She hadn’t slept the night before and after all
the walking, she should be completely exhausted.

While she rested, Marius made some
decisions. He certainly was not taking her to London to fend for
herself. If what she said was true, then Ramsey had no idea what
had become of his cousin and Marius felt it a duty to inform him.
He still couldn’t understand the why. Though it was farther away,
Marius decided to take her to Lord and Lady Sandlin. He didn’t want
to risk Sabrina being in London and a chance meeting with her uncle
or cousin until he had figured things out. Besides, the only place
he could take her in London at that moment would be his own
townhouse and that certainly wouldn’t do. It was bad enough she had
to work as a servant all these years, he wasn’t going to ruin her
as well. As it was, they would need to keep their trip a
secret.

While she continued to doze, Marius turned
on the road toward the Sandlin estate. He would have to stop for
the night, something he didn’t relish given Sabrina was with him
but, it could not be helped. They should be able to arrive at
Sandlin’s by mid-day tomorrow.

 


* * *

 


Sabrina woke a short time later. “I am
sorry. That was rather rude of me.” She sat up and tried to smooth
her hair.

“I am sure you were exhausted.” He smiled
down at her.

Mr. Parker turned north when they passed the
junction. She straightened and looked around. The sign they just
past clearly indicated London was in the opposite direction.

“I am not taking you to London,
Sabrina.”

Her eyes widened in surprise. Had she
misjudged him? “Where are you taking me?”

“To a friend’s home.”

“Why? Are they in need of a servant?” She
certainly hoped that was the case.

“No,” he chuckled. “Not that I am aware of
anyway. I would like you to stay with them while I travel on to
London on your behalf.”

“Mr. Parker, I need to find work. You must
take me to London.” Didn’t he understand the seriousness of her
predicament? She had been quite clear as to her circumstances.

“I understand your concern. Still, you have
to admit you will have difficulty finding a reputable position
without a reference.”

Sabrina didn’t need to be reminded of the
obstacle and made a face.

Mr. Parker simply laughed. “Stay with my
friends. I am sure Phoebe would love your company. I’ll travel to
London and see what can be arranged.”

“That is very kind of you, but it is also an
imposition. I can’t allow you to do this.”

He shook his head. “You are not allowing me
to do anything. I insist.”

Sabrina knew of no further argument she
could offer and decided to accept her sudden holiday. Besides,
perhaps there were some chores she could help with in his friend’s
household to repay them for their hospitality.

 


* * *

 


Darkness had fallen when they came to the
next small town. Unfortunately, there were few places to stay and
only one room available. Marius wanted to punch the innkeeper for
the knowing, suggestive look when he saw Sabrina and led them up to
their room. Nobody in their right mind would ever believe he
planned on sharing a room with this beautiful woman with only the
purest intentions.

After ordering a meal sent to their room,
Marius dismissed the innkeeper with a scowl. “Don’t let it bother
you, Mr. Parker,” she said, as she sank into a chair.

He turned toward her outraged. “Do you have
any idea what that man assumed?”

“I can probably guess. It doesn’t matter. We
will never be here again, or at least I won’t and he doesn’t know
my name.”

“That is beside the point,” Marius began to
argue.

Sabrina held up her had to stop him. “Let it
go. It doesn’t matter. We know the truth.”

Sighing, Marius shrugged. She was correct.
People would always think and assume what they wanted and usually
the worst. He was particularly surprised that she wasn’t concerned
in the least.

 


* * *

 


While Mr. Parker built up the fire, Sabrina
relaxed further into her chair. She could barely bring herself to
move when their meal arrived. Marius pulled the table to the hearth
before she could rise. He placed his chair on the opposite side and
they dined while sharing stories of their childhood. Mr. Parker
also shared recent stories of Ramsey which she found delightful. It
pleased her greatly that Ramsey was happy, doing well and married a
nice young woman.

After clearing the remains of the meal way,
Mr. Parker set them outside the door before locking it for the
night. He filled both their glasses with the remains of the wine
and they sat in companionable silence.

Sabrina hadn’t had much experience with
gentlemen. In fact, she had none. Still, she knew Mr. Parker was
different, if not better than any other gentlemen she would ever
encounter. Though it was only a feeling, she held onto it,
comfortable being with him and, away from the endless chores that
had plagued her these last years. She couldn’t help but wonder if
things had been different, would she have met him in society? Would
she have found him as attractive as she did now? Would he have even
noticed her in the crowd of beauties?

She shook her head and rose from the chair.
All the ifs in the world would not change her situation. He simply
was a kind gentleman helping to make her way easier. Nothing more
and it would do no good to wish or ponder the impossible. He
certainly thought nothing more of her than perhaps an obligation
because he felt responsible for her predicament.

She winced from the pain of the blisters on
her feet and suddenly sat back down. “What is wrong?” Mr. Parker
asked.

“My feet are simply sore from all the
walking.” She bent down and began to unfasten her boots, thinking
she would be more comfortable with them gone from her feet.
Sighing, she set the boots aside and stretched her stocking feet
before the fire, forgetting proprieties and earlier deportment
lessons.

As the wine and fire began to warm her
further, Sabrina became uncomfortable before she remembered that
she wore three dresses. Standing once again, she began to unbutton
the first. Mr. Parker noted her movement and stood. “If you would
like to make yourself ready to retire, I’ll step into the
hall.”

Confused, she looked up at him before
laughing when she realized what he must be thinking. “I’m sorry.”
She lifted the first dress up. “I am wearing three dresses because
of the cold last night. It is becoming quite warm in here and I
thought to lose a few layers.” She explained as she began folding
the first dress. “I am sorry if I made you uncomfortable.”

He visibly relaxed though the color had not
left his cheeks.

She removed the second dress.” I promise to
leave the last one on.” She chuckled.

“This is a strange situation and we haven’t
figured out sleeping arrangements yet.” He laughed with her.

She took her seat once again. “There is
nothing to arrange. I’ll be perfectly content in this chair by the
fire.”

Mr. Parker gave her an odd look. “That
wasn’t exactly what I meant.” He turned back to the fire. “I was
thinking more along the lines of how many blankets were on the bed
and the type of privacy you would need.” He turned back to her.
“And, it is I who will sleep in the chair and you will be in the
bed.”

Sabrina stared at him in disbelief. “It is
kind of you, but I will be more comfortable here. You take the
bed.”

“A gentleman does not take the bed and leave
a lady to sleep in a chair.” He sat forward, looking into her eyes
as if to make her understand.

Sabrina simply laughed back at him. Someone
being concerned with her comfort was a novelty. “Ah, but Mr.
Parker, I am no longer a lady, but a servant. Therein lies the
difference.”

He stood rigid and frowned down at her. “I
don’t care what they thought you were at the academy. You are the
cousin of a friend of mine and, your lineage alone makes you a
lady. I will not allow you to sleep in a chair.”

Sabrina was taken aback by his code of honor
and didn’t dare laugh again. He considered her a lady regardless of
her circumstances. It made her feel a bit like Cinderella must have
felt when she first entered the ball. “Very well. We will both
sleep in the bed.” That would certainly solve the argument.

“What?” He yelled.

She shook her head and tried not to laugh
again. “The innkeeper already thinks we are sharing the bed so both
of us might as well be comfortable.” She nodded to the item being
discussed. “It is certainly large enough and we should not disturb
each other.”

Mr. Parker looked at the bed. She could tell
he weighed his decision. She followed his line of vision. It was a
larger bed, much larger than she had ever slept in. Why, two people
could easily slumber and never know the other person was there.

He sighed and turned back to her, his face
rigid. “Very well.”

 


 



Chapter 4

 


 


Marius noted her glass was empty while his
was not. He also wanted to buy some time before he retired. “Why
don’t you go to bed? I am sure you are exhausted.” He had no
intention of actually crawling into bed with her. He may have a
high moral code, but he was no saint either and it was best to
leave temptation as far away as possible.

Sabrina looked around the room, coloring
visibly.

Marius was astounded. He thought she was
beyond embarrassment.

“May I have a few moments of privacy?”

He realized her need, which wasn’t much
different from his own and stood quickly. “Of course. I’ll return
shortly. Lock the door behind me,” he muttered, somewhat
embarrassed himself.

Marius quickly saw to his own comfort behind
the inn then requested another bottle of wine before returning
upstairs. Sabrina answered the door upon the sound of his voice. As
he entered, she walked back towards the bed. “Is there a side you
prefer?”

Marius bit back a groan. The more he thought
about it, the more he realized that sharing a bed with her was a
very bad idea. It was one of the reasons he had obtained another
bottle of wine. It didn’t help that he noticed the stocking folded
neatly on top of her dresses either. “It doesn’t matter. Tuck
yourself into bed. I am not tired enough to sleep yet.”

Sabrina got into the bed and he turned his
back and set about removing his boots. After settling in the chair,
he poured wine into his glass.

“You purchased more wine?”

Marius turned, startled at her voice. He had
hoped she would be under the covers trying to sleep. Instead, she
sat there watching him. “Yes.”

“May I have another glass?” She asked
hesitantly.

“Of course.” He was surprised at her tone.
Filling her glass part way, he handed it back. Sabrina sipped
slowly, enjoying the taste. A look of joy was in her eyes.

“I didn’t realize you liked wine so much.”
He was intrigued by her response as he hadn’t paid close attention
when they had dined.

“I do. I’ve never had it before. I almost
feel pampered.”

Marius almost choked on his own drink. They
were in a modest inn, ate a bland dinner and she was drinking a
cheap wine, yet she almost felt pampered. She had to be one of the
easiest women in the world to please. With half a smile, he
responded. “I am glad you enjoy it.”

Soon they lapsed into silence and Marius
took his seat once again, concentrating on the fire and trying to
ignore the attractive woman in the bed behind him.

Marius relaxed when her even breathing from
deep sleep could be heard. He had felt her watching him, wondering
what she was thinking. When she sighed, he had almost asked. Yet,
he couldn’t look in the direction of the bed to see her sitting
there sipping wine. The first vision had formed more visions in his
mind. Very improper visions where she was concerned. Only when she
had been sleeping over an hour and he had finished over half the
bottle of wine did Marius feel it was safe enough to crawl into
bed. Sabrina had been right. Anyone who knew they were here,
already suspected the worst so, why shouldn’t they both be
comfortable?

 


* * *

 


Sabrina awoke to the darkness of the night
and sensed a strange presence. It took only a few moments to
remember where she was and with whom. It took a few more moments to
realize why she had awakened. Mr. Parker’s body was curved behind
hers. She could feel his deep, steady breathing on the back of her
neck as well as his thighs behind her legs. Most alarming was that
his hand cupped her breast. The combination caused strange feelings
to form in the pit of her belly. By rights she should be offended
that he was taking such liberties, but Sabrina couldn’t summon
outrage. The man was sound asleep and had no idea that he was
touching her person in such a familiar manner. Besides, there was
comfort in his arms, lying next to him. Heaven knew when or if she
would know this type of comfort again. It also felt right, as if he
belonged there. Those were her last thoughts as she drifted back to
sleep with a faint smile on her lips.

 


* * *

 


Marius drifted into consciousness with his
body already humming with desire. For a moment, the fog of his mind
tried to comprehend the woman in his arms. Alarms sounded when he
realized it was Sabrina and he was caressing her breast while
another part of his anatomy responded to her soft backside cuddled
up against him. Thank God they had remained fully clothed. And,
thank God she was still asleep. He could just imagine her reaction
if she were to awaken and find him this way. Slowly and carefully
Marius pulled himself away from her, hoping he didn’t disturb her
sleep, and settled himself on his side of the bed. It took sometime
before he was finally able to drift off.

He couldn’t have slept long when he woke
again. He came awake much quicker this time. At least he wasn’t
curled around her. Instead, Sabrina was sound asleep with her head
on his shoulder, one hand on his chest and a leg draped over his
thighs. As before, his body had already noted the nearness while he
had slept. Not sure what to do, Marius lay there, contemplating the
situation. If he woke her, she would be mortified to find herself
this way. The last thing he wanted to do was cause her any
discomfort. Besides, what harm could there be? She appeared very
comfortable, sleeping soundly, and it didn’t seem right not disturb
her. Besides, there was a comfort in her sleeping this way.

 


* * *

 


As was her habit, Sabrina woke with the
rising sun, quickly coming awake and horrified at herself. When had
she moved to his side of the bed? She was draped all over the man.
Tilting her head slightly, she was relieved he slept and his
breathing was even and deep. Thank goodness. He would surely think
her wanton if he woke and found her this way. Slowly, Sabrina
disengaged herself and got out of bed. Pain shot through her feet
the moment she stood. Limping to the chair, she sat to examine her
feet. Blisters ran along the bottoms of both feet and ankles where
the boots had rubbed. It was nothing too horrendous and they would
heal in time. She just had to be careful while walking and not put
on her boots until the last moment.

Unable to sit still, she added kindling and
logs to the hot embers. Soon a fire was burning which helped take
the early morning chill from the room. Next, she put the extra
dresses in her satchel before taking out her brush. Mr. Parker came
awake and watched her limp back to the chair.

“Why are you limping?”

Startled, Sabina looked over at him just as
she walked into the table, banging her knee. “Ouch.” She muttered
while rubbing her knee as she sat down. “I have a few blisters,
that is all.”

Mr. Parker rose from the bed and walked
toward her. “As well as your knee. I am sorry. That is twice now
you have been injured because I startled you.”

“It is my own fault for not paying better
attention.” Sabrina dismissed his concern.

At least he didn’t argue the point, but sat
on the floor before her. “Let me see your feet.”

She gasped at his suggestion and pulled her
feet back to hide them under her skirt. “No. It is not
necessary.”

Mr. Parker grinned at her. “There is no need
to suffer maidenly modesty. We did share a bed last night.”

Sabrina’s eyes grew wide as her face
colored. Did he know she had slept all over him? She was mortified
at the thought.

“Sabrina, let me see your feet. I promise to
be a gentleman.”

Her face burned hot as he brought her foot
out for his inspection. At least he didn’t know how they had slept
and she certainly wasn’t about to share it with him.

 


* * *

 


When she mentioned a few blisters that was
what Marius expected, not what he saw. On the bottom of each foot,
beneath each big toe was a large blister. One had already broken
open and looked raw and painful. Similar blisters appeared around
each foot where the boots must have rubbed the skin. There was no
way he was going to allow her to put those boots on and she most
definitely would refrain from walking. “I want you to stay off
those feet as much as possible.”

She gave him a lopsided grin. “I had already
decided that for myself.”

He stood and looked down at her. “I’ll see
that breakfast is delivered up here and return shortly.”

After dining, Sabrina bent to retrieve her
stockings and boots. Marius took the boots away and stuffed them
into the satchel. “I am not about to let you wear those today.”

“I can’t very well leave here in my
stockings alone, now can I.”

“Yes, you can and will. In fact, I will
carry you.”

Sabrina’s eyes popped open in shock. “You
can’t do that. What will people think?”

He was not willing to let her win this
argument. “You already pointed out last night that they already
assume what they will, so I don’t see where it really matters.” He
lifted her into his arms.

“Mr. Parker, put me down.”

He stopped at the door. “My name is Marius,”
he told her as he proceeded through the door. “I am through
arguing. Besides, I am somewhat grumpy in the mornings so you
should just let me have my own way.”

 


* * *

 


Sabrina sat quietly and kept her thoughts to
herself as Marius put the horses into motion. His face was tense
and he didn’t look at her once after putting her on the seat. A few
girls from the academy were often grumpy in the morning and she was
used to the disposition, knowing it was better to just let them be
for a while. Yet, Marius hadn’t seemed grumpy when he first woke.
Not until he announced that he was. Apparently, unless confronted,
he kept his foul mood hidden. She decided it was best to just
ignore him until he was in better spirits and turned her eyes to
the road ahead of them.

She couldn’t help but be confused over what
the innkeeper had said, about her not being able to walk or why Mr.
Parker had to punch him in the nose. If only she could have heard
the entire comment, then perhaps she would understand.

Turning, she glanced at Marius and wondered
if he would explain.

He looked at her. An eyebrow was arched in
question.

“Marius, what exactly did the innkeeper
mean?”

His jaw tightened and he looked back at the
road. “Do not ask. It is nothing you need to know and something I
am certainly not going to explain.”

Sabrina was taken aback by his abrupt
response. She would engage him in conversation later, when he was
less irritable.

 


* * *

 


The two rode in silence for nearly an hour
before Marius felt he could speak. It took him that long to cool
his anger from the innkeeper’s crude comments and to get over her
unbelievable question. Soon, guilt over came him for punishing her
with his silence. She didn’t intentionally cause him to lose sleep
last night and it was the innkeeper that made him angry. “Sabrina,
I apologize for my behavior and treatment of you.”

“You have nothing to apologize for. Some
people are just not pleasant in the morning. You did warn me.”

Nobody was this easy going, Marius thought
to himself. “I was rude and it is not your fault. Normally, I am in
better spirits when I wake. That was not my usual disposition.”

She patted his hand in understanding. “It
could be the travel. You have been sleeping in strange beds for a
few nights now and are probably anxious to return home.”

“Yes, that is probably it.” Her explanation
was better than the truth.

“When will we arrive at your friend’s home?”
Sabrina asked in a lighter mood.

“Within the hour. I think you will like
Taylor and Phoebe. They married a year ago last spring and now have
nine-month-old twins.

“Twins,” she responded in an astonished
voice. “Are you sure they won’t mind us coming? I don’t want to be
an imposition to anyone.” She turned her eyes back toward the road
in thought. “Then again, I probably could help her out. It can’t be
easy managing two babies.”

Marius chuckled before he answered her.
“Taylor and Phoebe are the Earl and Countess of Sandlin. Their home
is large enough for two dozen guests, and they probably have more
servants than they know what to do with because nobody ever
retires. Taylor hires younger ones to help the older ones.”

She was silent for some moments and worry
marred her brow. What could possibly be going on in her mind now?
He was too afraid to ask.

“I don’t think you should ask me to stay, or
ask them to have me unless you think they have a position for
me.”

As she had done earlier, Marius patted her
hand. “You have nothing to worry about. I am sure Phoebe will love
the company. She doesn’t get to visit her family as often as she
would like. They will both like you. Trust me.” Marius finished
with a smile.

Sabrina returned a half-hearted smile.

Marius tried to reassure her a few more
times but finally gave up when her apprehension did not disappear.
In fact, it would grow whenever he mentioned Taylor and Phoebe so
he finally lapsed into silence. How could he explain the reception
she would receive, especially after he explained everything he knew
to Taylor?

 


* * *

 


As they pulled in front of the large house,
the door opened immediately and the servant greeted Mr. Parker by
name. This small gesture gave Sabrina some comfort as it appeared
he was a frequent enough guest to be welcomed without question.

Coming around the side of the curricle,
Marius lifted Sabrina from her seat. She was waiting to be set on
the ground when he lifted her higher in his arms and began carrying
her to the house.

“Put me down,” she hissed softly while
hitting his shoulder.

“I will not. Have you forgotten your
injuries?”

“I can certainly walk to the door and greet
your friends on my own two feet.” She struggled against him.

“Hold still. You are not as strong as I, and
I assure you that they will take no offense.” Marius explained as
they entered the foyer.

“Lord and Lady Sandlin are still breaking
their fast, Mr. Parker. I have had you announced.”

“Thank you.” Marius acknowledged the older
servant.

“Please put me down.” Sabrina whispered
urgently in his ear.

Lord Sandlin entered the foyer first and she
recognized him instantly as one of the gentlemen who had been at
the academy a few days earlier.

“Marius, what brings you here? I thought you
had a horse to take care of.” He stopped and studied her for a
moment. “If I may ask, why are you carrying Cinderella?”

Sabrina chuckled at the name, surprised that
he actually remembered her.

Marius ignored Taylor’s question and Lady
Sandlin came around to the side of her husband. “Lord and Lady
Sandlin, may I present Lady Sabrina Chester.” He turned toward
Phoebe. “Do you have a spare room where I may place her? She has
suffered injuries to her feet.”

Sabrina’s face flooded with embarrassment
and she turned and urgently whispered in his ear. “I can walk on my
own and don’t need to be shown to a room.”

Marius only smiled at her before returning
his attention to Lady Sandlin.

“Of course, Marius. Follow me. Does she need
a doctor?”

“No.” Sabrina answered first.

“I’ll leave the decision to you, Phoebe,”
Marius answered.

“My wife would know better than anyone if a
doctor is needed for an injury,” Lord Sandlin offered in a dry tone
as he followed them up the stairs.

Lady Sandlin turned to her husband. “Oh
hush. Lady Sabrina doesn’t even know us and I will not have you
making disparaging remarks about me in front of her.”

Marius turned as well. “Where are you
going?

Taylor was confused at the question. “I
thought to accompany you.”

“I think not. It is one thing for Phoebe to
see the injuries, but not you.”

Lady Sandlin showed them to a lovely room
papered in lavender and cream. The curtains of dark purple were
pulled back to allow sunlight to reflect off the dark, wooden
floor. Marius placed her on the tall bed draped in a purple
coverlet.

Marius turned his back and Sabrina removed
her stockings. Lady Sandlin lifted her feet and began her
examination. “No, she doesn’t need a doctor, but she certainly
doesn’t need to be walking either.” She stood and looked at
Sabrina. “You will just have to stay put until they heal.”

“Lady Sandlin, it is not necessary. As long
as I walk carefully, I am sure I will be fine.” Sabrina
protested.

Before Lady Sandlin could reply, Marius did.
“We have already had this discussion, Sabrina. You will stay
put.”

Sabrina glared at him. “You are assuming
much, Mr. Parker. I just met Lord and Lady Sandlin. You cannot have
me intrude on them this way.”

Phoebe silently watched the exchange.

“I assure you, they will not mind in the
least.” Marius insisted. He turned toward Lady Sandlin, fists
planted on his hips and awaited her response.

“Of course, we don’t mind,” she insisted and
looked over at Sabrina. “Marius has known my husband and brother
for years and knows he can visit anytime and bring guests whenever
he wishes. I just wish this could be a more enjoyable visit for
you.”

“See.” Marius said with a smug look.

Sabrina ignored him. “Thank you for your
hospitality. I don’t expect to remain an invalid for long.”

“It is not a problem.” Lady Sandlin assured
her with a smile. “I wouldn’t count on walking for a least a couple
of days.”

Marius’ smile was triumphant. “I knew you
would know what to do, Phoebe.”

Sabrina wondered why Lady Sandlin would know
this. “Have you studied medicine, Lady Sandlin?”

Both Lady Sandlin and Marius burst out
laughing. It was Lady Sandlin who answered. “No, but I have been
injured enough that I may know as much about injuries as any
physician.”

Sabrina watched them curiously. Why would
they laugh over all her injuries?

“I’ll send a maid to help you get
comfortable.” Lady Sandlin finally offered. “I’ll also send up some
tea and something to eat.”

“Thank you, but I am fine.” Sabrina wasn’t
about to have anyone waiting on her, at least no more than
necessary.

“I’ll decide what is best.” Lady Sandlin
turned to Marius. “This is a novel position for me. I get to order
someone about who can’t get out of bed.” She ended with a smile.
“Would you like something to occupy your time? Do you sew?
Embroidery perhaps?”

“Yes, that would be nice. Is there mending
that you would like done?”

Lady Sandlin made a face. “I won’t have a
guest in my house mending. I hate it enough that I wouldn’t subject
someone else to it.”

Marius stepped forward. “Sabrina, you are a
guest here. Not a servant.”

She sighed deeply. “I only wished to offer
some help since you have put me in their household.”

Before the two could start arguing again,
Lady Sandlin stepped forward. “Would you care to read a book
perhaps?”

Sabrina’s eyes lit up at the idea. How long
had it been since she had read a book for pleasure? She hadn’t even
read one for educational purposes in years. “Yes, a book sounds
wonderful.”

“What would you like to read?”

“Oh, I don’t know.”

With a grin, Marius offered his own
suggestion. “Perhaps something by Charles Perrault.”

While Lady Sandlin chuckled, Sabrina merely
made a face. “I am not exactly interested in fairy tales, Mr.
Parker.”

“Besides, I left that book in London when
Taylor brought me back after the fire.” Lady Sandlin explained.

“Would you like something of a romantic
nature, historical, classical, Shakespeare?” Lady Sandlin
offered.

Sabrina was thrilled at the selection. “It
doesn’t matter. I haven’t had time to read a book in years and
anything would be wonderful.”

“I’ll bring up a selection of our newer
novels for you to choose from.”

The two left and Sabrina watched after them.
Her life had certainly taken some unexpected turns in the last day
or so. What is going to happen next?

 


 



Chapter 5

 


 


“Does Lady Sabrina need a doctor?” Taylor
asked as his wife and Marius came into the dining room.

“No. Nothing a few days off her feet won’t
cure,” Phoebe answered. “How did she get so many blisters?”

As he helped himself to a cup of coffee and
sat to join his friend, Marius told them all that had transpired
since Taylor had left him a few days earlier. “That is why she
offered to do some mending,” he explained to Phoebe.

Taylor relaxed back in his seat, cradling a
cup in his hands. “What do you plan to do now?”

“I planned on leaving Sabrina here while I
travel to London and pay a visit to Ramsey. I have to believe that
he has no idea what his cousin has been doing.”

“I agree. I don’t think he would have stood
for this.”

“Those were my thoughts exactly.” Marius
stood. “I’ll say my goodbyes to Sabrina and be on my way.”

Taylor nodded some more. “Yes. Contact me as
soon as you know something. If Ramsey is as surprised as we expect,
bring him back here to see Lady Sabrina.” He cast a quick glance at
Phoebe before continuing. “Given my own family experience, I am not
sure you want her reunion to be in London until you know what is
going on.”

Phoebe and Marius both grimaced at his words
recalling the devastation Taylor’s own cousin had brought to keep
him from inheriting.

 


* * *

 


A maid helped Sabrina bathe and wash her
hair. She was tucked into bed, reading Sense and Sensibility
when Mr. Parker knocked on the door. It had been so long since she
had been treated as a lady that she had forgotten how wonderful it
could be.

“I have come to say goodbye.”

The smile faded from her face. She hadn’t
expected him to drop her in this household and up and leave. She
sat up.

“I am going to London to see what I can find
for you.”

She relaxed back against the pillows. Marius
would have better luck in knowing what positions were available. If
he had friends like the Sandlins, chances were he knew others in
society. Surely one of them could give her a position within their
household with his recommendation. At least she hoped that was the
case. She just had to be sure there was no chance of Ramsey
learning. Maybe working in a country home would be best. She would
just need to come up with some excuse of why she was no longer at
the academy.

“I won’t be gone long.”

Sabrina tried to force the smile back to her
lips. She had known this couldn’t last. The days with him and the
comforts. All too soon the real world would intrude and she would
have to make her place in it. “Thank you for everything you have
done.”

“Don’t thank me yet. Take care of yourself
and stay off those feet until Phoebe says it is fine for you to
walk.” He bent and kissed the top of her head.

Sabrina tried to keep a smile on her face.
He kissed her as if she were a child. She would much rather he had
really kissed her and wondered what it would be like. After all, if
you sleep with a man all night, is it any wonder that you would
want to know what it was like to be kissed by him? Then again, he
had no idea how they had slept and she realized how important it
was to keep that information to herself. He obviously only felt a
small affection, if any, for her. The thought was not pleasing at
all. “Have a safe trip and good luck,” she finally offered with
false brightness.

When he finally left, Sabrina could only
stare at the door and wonder what he really thought of her and if
he was only helping her because he felt responsible. Would he have
gone to all this effort it she hadn’t revealed why she had left the
academy? Perhaps. One thing was very clear however, he didn’t seem
to have developed the strange affection she had.

Sabrina picked up the book. It was probably
better. They were from two different worlds. It was best that he
left before her feelings had a chance to grow stronger. The best
thing she could do for herself at the moment would be to enjoy the
few days she had to read and be pampered. With effort, she
concentrated on the words before her until her mind was fully
engaged in the story and Marius safely tucked in the back of her
mind.

 


* * *

 


Marius awoke late in London the next morning
as grumpy as he had been the day before. He had ridden long into
the night to arrive at his home, not wanting to stop when the
darkness fell. His sleep was about as disturbed as it had been the
night before. While he didn’t have a beauty waking him, she was
ever present in his dreams. Restless, tired and irritable, he
allowed his valet to prepare him for the day. Marius wouldn’t wait
for an invitation or go through the hospitality of leaving a card
and waiting. He would see Ramsey today and clear the entire mess
up, if that were possible.

Two hours later, Marius stood in the foyer
of the Ramsey’s townhouse waiting for the butler to return. Looking
around the entrance and reminding himself of the prestigious
address, Marius couldn’t help but note the wealth. The furnishings
and artwork in the foyer alone were probably worth more than the
total wages Sabrina had earned since being orphaned. Why had she
been reduced to servitude?

“Parker, is that you?” Ramsey called from
the end of the hall. Ramsey had always been one to ignore the rules
by greeting his guests instead of allowing them to be escorted to
the appointed room and being announced.

“How are you, Chester?”

“I am doing very well indeed. What brings
you here? I haven’t seen you in some months. I didn’t even know you
were still in London,” he said as he turned to the servant. “Please
bring coffee into the library.”

Following him down the hall, Marius decided
to dive right in, instead of spending wasting minutes on formal
pleasantries. “I recently met your cousin, Lady Sabrina.”

Stunned, Ramsey turned to him just as they
entered through the door. “Do tell.” As he gestured him toward a
seat he said, “Where was she because I can’t imagine you visiting
Lady Davies’ Academy for Young Ladies?”

Taking the seat opposite of where Ramsey
intended to sit, Marius answered him but remained guarded. He
wanted to be sure his instincts were correct and Ramsey had no idea
what his cousin had been brought to. “At the moment she is at the
Sandlin Estate.”

“Thank goodness.” Ramsey settled back. “It
is about time she got some sense into her head. I wonder why she
didn’t tell me she had decided to leave her position.”

Feigning ignorance, Marius asked, “What do
you mean good sense? She seemed the most sensible woman to me.”

Ramsey appeared delighted Sabrina had left
the academy. “I do wish she would have told me. I will have to plan
her come out for the spring.” He laughed and rubbed his hands
together. “Do you know that Sabrina is twenty and has had it in her
head for these past three years to remain at the academy teaching
instead of being introduced to society? I can’t tell you how many
times I wrote and insisted she return to London and marry.” He
leaned forward and poured more coffee into his cup. “I wonder why
the change of heart now? Not that it matters. It is time she got
out of that school.”

“Did you visit her often?”

“No. Uncle James said she didn’t want us to
visit. She also wrote and asked me not to visit. Lady Davies
frowned heavily upon male visitors and as a teacher Sabrina was to
be setting an example.”

“So you haven’t seen her in three
years?”

“Four. Not since my grandfather’s funeral.
Shortly after that her father was killed. That was when she started
writing about staying at the academy. I thought it was because of
the shock from the deaths. I was sure she would get over the insane
idea when it came time to make her debut.”

“Apparently she didn’t.” Marius studied
Ramsey. His gut told him Ramsey had no idea what had become of
Sabrina, but past experience with Sandlin’s family warned him that
not all family members wished the others good health.

“I wonder what finally changed her mind.”
Ramsey’s smile spread across his face. “I wonder how she knows Lord
and Lady Sandlin. I take it that is where you met my cousin.”

“Um, actually no. I introduced your cousin
to the Lord and Lady Sandlin.”

“Really?” The surprise on the man’s face was
evident. “How and where did you meet Sabrina?”

“Actually, I met her at the academy.
Prinny’s horse came up lame and we stopped there for a short
time.”

“By chance are you the one who convinced her
she was wasting herself teaching?”

Marius glanced into his cup and couldn’t
bring himself to look into Ramsey’s hopeful eyes. It was clear the
man knew nothing or he would show some alarm at how he had found
Sabrina. “In a manner of speaking.”

“Do tell.” Ramsey sat forward and
waited.

Marius couldn’t return the smile. “She
wasn’t teaching when I met her.”

As the smile faded to confusion on Ramsey’s
face, Marius explained the circumstances as he knew them. By the
time he had finished, Ramsey was visibly pale and almost shaking
with anger.

“You are sure she will be fine and is
recuperating at the Sandlin Estate?”

Marius assured Ramsey of Sabrina’s
health.

Ramsey stood and began to stalk about the
room. “Why in the hell would my uncle do something so horrendous?
The man is filthy rich, as am I. Either one of us could have paid
for the rest of the academy’s tuition and launch Sabrina a dozen
times over.”

“Those were my thoughts when she told me the
story.”

“Did you at least tell her the truth?”

He shook his head. “Once I got over my shock
I thought it best to talk to you first to see if you knew
anything.”

“And had I?”

“I’m not sure, but I don’t think it would
have been pleasant for you.”

Ramsey started to pace again. “It was
probably best you didn’t say anything yet because I cannot fathom
why my uncle would do such a thing.”

“No clues at all?” Marius hoped this would
be easier.

“None. Perhaps Uncle James is in a very poor
financial situation and was trying to hide it from the rest of
us.”

“Still,” Marius offered. He was not willing
to let Ramsey make any excuses.

“Of course. It doesn’t erase the fact of
what he had done and if finances are the case, I expect to find out
why he didn’t seek me out.” He settled in the chair. “To think that
all of this time she has been working as a servant and I have been
living like this.” Ramsey gestured to the expensive furnishings in
his home. “I’ll send a note around to the solicitor to expect me
this afternoon.”

Marius stood, relieved to have this
conversation come to an end and glad he had not misjudged his
friend. “I would like to go with you, if you don’t mind.”

Ramsey eyed him with curiosity. “Of course,
I’ll let you know the time and direction.”

 


* * *

 


Marius met Ramsey at the appointed time just
as Mr. Jacobs returned to the office. The man had been the Chester
family representative for years, having taken over the task from
his father. After escorting the gentlemen into his office, Mr.
Jacobs assumed his seat behind the desk, pulling a file
forward.

“After your note, Mr. Chester, I gathered
your family documents. How can I help you?”

“I would like to know about my uncle’s
finances.”

“Is there a reason for this inquiry? I need
a justified cause before I reveal another’s status, even if he is
your uncle.”

“The fact that I am his heir should be
sufficient enough.” The words came out short and deliberate,
revealing Ramsey’s irritation.

“Regretfully sir, I need a more substantial
reason.” The solicitor studied him.

Ramsey sat forward and slammed his hands
down on the desk.

Marius sat forward and concentrated on
keeping his own voice calm. “Perhaps you should explain that your
concern involves your cousin.”

Ramsey turned to look at Marius. His face
relaxed for a moment. He took a deep breath and returned his
attention to the solicitor. “Sir, it has recently come to my
attention that perhaps my uncle is not doing his best by Lady
Sabrina Chester as her guardian.”

Mr. Jacobs sat back in his chair and folded
his hands over his protruding belly. His wire rimmed glasses
slipped down his nose and he now studied Ramsey over the rim before
speaking. “I’m afraid I can offer you no assistance. You gave up
your right to be concerned about Lady Chester some years ago.”

Marius again leaned forward. “Excuse
me?”

Ramsey tilted his head. “What right? I don’t
understand.”

Sighing deeply, Mr. Jacobs lifted the file
and rummaged through it. “I am surprised you don’t remember. I
dismissed your actions on account of your younger age. Still, I
wish you would have consulted me first.”

“Mr. Jacobs, I have no idea what you are
talking about.”

“Ah, here it is.” Mr. Jacobs replied and
withdrew a paper. He handed it to Ramsey. “This is the affidavit
you signed yourself relinquishing guardianship of Lady
Sabrina.”

Ramsey sat back to read and re-read the
foreign document while Marius studied it over his shoulder. Ramsey
lifted his eyes to Mr. Jacobs. “I have never seen this document in
my life and that certainly is not my signature.”

Mr. Jacobs paled for a moment. “Lord
Chesterfield assured me that you insisted on this document being
drawn up because you didn’t have time to worry about the girl and
felt a more mature man would be better suited to take care of her.
Perhaps you just don’t recall.”

“I assure you, Mr. Jacobs, I knew nothing of
this.”

“Oh dear,” Mr. Jacobs mumbled. He took a
handkerchief out of his pocket and dabbed his forehead.

“Mr. Jacobs?” Marius asked. “You said you
would have liked to counsel Mr. Chester at the time. Why?”

“I believed it was a poor decision. Lady
Sabrina still had a year or two at the academy before young Chester
here would need to introduce her to society. He could have used
those two years to consider his options.”

“I can assure you, Mr. Jacobs.” Ramsey threw
the document on the desk. “Had I known that I had been named
Sabrina’s guardian, I would have treated the role with all the
seriousness it was intended and followed her father’s wishes to the
letter. I would have never relinquished her care to another.”

By now, Mr. Jacobs had become red with
embarrassment. “Oh dear. I don’t know what to say, or am I sure how
to fix this.”

“I will figure out a way. Now, tell me about
my uncle and his finances. Perhaps we can figure out what motivated
him to take this action.”

For the next hour, the three men poured over
the file. There were a number of instances where Lord Chesterfield
had been close to financial ruin before he inherited the title. He
tended to spend lavishly and make poor investments. By the time
they were finished, Marius and Ramsey had decided the motivation
was clearly financial, which explained why Sabrina was cut off and
left as she was.

“Where is my uncle now, Mr. Jacobs?” Ramsey
was determined to get his answers.

“Your uncle is traveling on the continent. I
don’t expect him back until early spring.”

Ramsey slammed his fist against the wall. “I
want to find him, now.”

“Perhaps this is best. It gives us some
time.” Marius patted him on the shoulder and wondered if he would
have to physically hold the man back to keep him from boarding a
ship to cross the Channel.

 


 



Chapter 6

 


 


Sabrina had been at the estate for five days
when Phoebe accompanied her on a walk through the orchard. It was
fall and the air was crisp, though not overly cold and Phoebe
regaled Sabrina with the stories behind her many injuries. Just as
Phoebe was about to tell her about the time she and Taylor
disrupted the hornet’s nest, a wood shingle fell from the storage
shed they were passing and struck Phoebe on the forehead.

“Ouch!” Phoebe brought her hand to her head.
“See. It is just as I said. Most of the time I am doing nothing out
of the ordinary and I get injured.”

Sabrina laughed with her, finally believing
that Phoebe was an accident waiting to happen. Her smile faded when
she spied the blood on Phoebe’s fingers. “Oh, dear.” She rummaged
in her cloak for a handkerchief. “You are bleeding.”

Surprised, Phoebe took her hand down and
looked at the blood. “So I am.” She was not the least bit upset. “I
hope it doesn’t need to be stitched.”

After wiping the blood away, Sabrina studied
the small cut. “It doesn’t appear to be very significant for all
that blood.”

“The head always bleeds the worst and I have
never understood why.”

Sabrina pressed the handkerchief to the
wound. “If you hold that in place, it will probably stop soon.”

Obediently, Phoebe replaced Sabrina’s hand
in applying pressure to the wound.

“Shouldn’t we return to the house?” Sabrina
asked, expecting Phoebe to want to lie down and rest.

Phoebe gave her new friend an odd look. “For
this? It’s nothing.” She turned and studied the shed. “This is in
worse shape than I had thought.”

Sabrina took a few steps back to study it as
well. “It doesn’t appear to be in that poor of condition. A few
shingles just need to be nailed down or replaced.”

“Do you think?”

“It should be easy enough. In fact, let me
take care of it right now before anything else falls and hits you
on the head.”

Phoebe laughed. “I’m sure I can find someone
to fix the roof. After Taylor learns what happened, he will
probably have the entire roof replaced or the shed torn down.”

Sabrina ignored her and walked to the door
of the shed and opened it. Leaving the door open for light, she
searched for the right materials. When she exited it with a ladder,
hammer, and some nails, Phoebe rushed forward. “I can’t let you fix
the roof. You could get hurt.”

Sabrina dismissed her concern with a laugh.
“After the stories you just told me of yourself, you are afraid
I’ll get hurt?” She leaned the ladder against the shed, placed the
nails and hammer in her pocket and climbed to the roof. Three loose
shingles she was able to nail down from where she stood.

“There are a couple shingles missing,”
Sabrina called down to her. “One is probably the same shingle that
found you. There is a box in the shed. Could you get me a few?”

Phoebe scurried to do her bidding, still
holding the handkerchief to her head. Returning, she handed them up
to Sabrina. “Is it hard? Hammering nails?”

Sabrina looked down at her and smiled. “Not
really, though I think gentlemen want us to think it is.”

“May I try?”

“Of course. Let me get on the roof and you
can climb up.”

Phoebe paused only long enough to check and
make sure the bleeding had stopped before she put the cloth in her
pocket and began climbing. Once at the top, Sabrina showed her how
to hold the nail and not hit her thumb. Phoebe hit her thumb the
first two times anyway, but didn’t let it dissuade her. “You are
right. This isn’t as difficult at all,” she said, pleased with
herself.

As Phoebe put the second shingle in place to
nail down, Sabrina stepped back out of the way. Just as Phoebe
struck her thumb again, Sabrina’s right foot went through the roof.
Both women gasped and looked at each other before bursting out in
laughter. “It appears the roof is in worse shape that I
realized.”

“Are you all right? You didn’t hurt anything
did you?”

“I am fine, but I am afraid I have ripped
the dress your sister was kind enough to lend me.”

“Oh, she won’t mind. I am more concerned
with how you are going to get down.”

Sabrina tried to lift her foot but it was at
an odd angle and she was afraid to use any more of the roof as
leverage in the event it was rotten as well. She didn’t want to
fall through the roof completely. Holding out her arms to Phoebe,
she said, “If you pull on me, maybe I’ll be able to wrench my foot
free.”

Reaching up with both arms, Phoebe tugged on
Sabrina as hard as she could but the motion caused the ladder to
pull away from the shed. When they realized what was happening,
Sabrina grabbed Phoebe back before she and the ladder went crashing
to the ground. Once Phoebe was leaning against the roof again, they
both let out a sigh, too afraid to let go of each other.

“What do we do now?” Phoebe finally
asked.

 


* * *

 


Marius was just coming out of the orchard
when he spotted Sabrina on the roof of the shed and Phoebe on the
ladder. His heart stopped when he watched Phoebe pull Sabrina and
the ladder pull from the roof. He broke into a dead run, arriving
after the ladder was back in place and both women were laughing.
“What do you think you are doing?” He yelled up at them.

The ladies both smiled down at him. It was
Phoebe who answered, “Sabrina was fixing some shingles. When she
was showing me how it was done, her foot went through the roof. We
were just trying to figure out how to get her free.”

Marius wanted to wring both of their necks.
Neither had business doing this, though he probably should have
expected it of Phoebe. Then remembering how Sabrina had freed the
bird’s nest at the academy, he shouldn’t be surprised at her
actions either. “Phoebe, get down here and I’ll help Sabrina. If
Taylor would have witnessed what I just did, he would lock you in
your room.”

“Oh, Marius, he is getting much better about
these things.” Phoebe tried to reassure him while she climbed down
the ladder.

Marius wouldn’t argue and patiently waited
as Phoebe descended, ready to catch her if she fell. When Phoebe
was safely on the ground, he climbed up to help Sabrina, who
greeted him with a smile. “I wasn’t expecting you to return for a
few more days. Was your trip to London successful?”

He didn’t return the smile. “This is not the
time for pleasantries, Cinderella.” He held out his arms. “Now hold
onto me and I’ll try to get you loose.”

She leaned forward and grasped his arms.
Marius leaned into the ladder and used only the strength from his
arms to pull her forward so he didn’t pull the ladder away from the
building. Unfortunately, he was unable to dislodge her from this
angle.

“I’ll be right back. I want to try something
else.” He began to descend the ladder but went back up. “Don’t
move.”

He jumped to the ground when he was over
halfway down and entered the shed. Cinderella’s stocking clad leg
and satin-slippered foot dangled through the roof. The wood
surrounding her was rotten and he feared she would plunge through
at any moment and with the slightest movement.

As it was impossible to get her out of the
roof from above, she was going to have to come through this
way.

He hastened back outside and up the ladder,
afraid that with each moment spent not getting her free was a
moment closer to her crashing through the roof and injuring herself
seriously. “I am going to have to bring you down from inside.

Cinderella glanced to the hole her leg had
gone through. “I don’t believe I will fit.”

He glanced up at her, but the grin on her
lips and twinkle in her eye confirmed she was joking. “You will
when I am done.”

Marius grabbed the ladder and took it back
inside he shed. He found a solid beam to lean it against near the
hole and climbed up. “I am going to put your foot on the step. Try
to put your weight on that leg instead of on the roof.”

The skirt was hitched to her thigh and from
this angle he could also see the silk garter and smooth skin where
the stocking ended. Sweat broke out on his brow and his trouser
became uncomfortably tight. He didn’t dare look up through the
opening in the roof because who knew what else he would see. He
barely had control as it was.

“I’ve been told that if a gentleman sees
that much of a lady, especially her upper leg, banns would be
required.”

Marius snapped his head down to find Phoebe
standing directly beneath the ladder.

“What would you have me do?”

“Marry her?” An impish grin formed on her
face.

“How about I just free her and we don’t
discuss this further.”

Phoebe shrugged, the grin still in place.
“I’ll give it some consideration.”

“Need I remind you of your past, and a few
not so small, indiscretions. . . “

Phoebe huffed and crossed her arms over her
chest. “Very well.”

“What is going on in there and what are you
to discussing. I can barely hear you,” Cinderella called from
above.

Marius shouted back, “Just how best to get
you out of this predicament.

He pushed on the rotten wood and shingles
around Sabrina, careful not to let too many fall at once for fear
she would crash to the ground. When a whole big enough had been
made he called up to her. “See if you can bring your other leg down
the hole and stand on the ladder.”

From above Sabrina wiggled and turned, but
soon another stocking clad leg emerged and moved about, as if
searching from the step. Marius grabbed the heel and gently
maneuvered it to the step before he looked up. He found Sabrina
looking down at him, her face a red as a fall apple. “Don’t you
dare look up my gown.”

“I would not act in such an ungentlemanlike
fashion.” He hoped Sabrina didn’t hear Phoebe’s snort of
disbelief.

“You are already viewing far too much leg,”
Sabrina argued.

“What would you have me do, leave you on the
roof?”

Her jaw tightened and lips pursed as she
pushed her skirts through the opening until she was as properly
covered as possible.

“Now, I am going to move down the ladder. I
will keep my hands on your thighs and guide you until you are back
inside and can see where you are going.

“Very well,” she grumbled.

“Now your hands are on her thighs?”

Marius looked down at Phoebe’s comment. Her
brow arched in accusation.

“Need I remind you again . . .”

“Actually, no. If I recall, and I am sure I
do, I never exposed near this amount of skin, nor allowed a man to
touch me in such an intimate manner.” Her voice was low and Marius
hoped Sabrina still could not hear her.

He maneuvered her down the steps while he
continued his conversation in whispered tones with Phoebe. “Until
the night in the cabin. I do recall hearing about a corset being
removed and then a skirt, all the while still thinking you would
not be forced into a marriage.”

“And look what it got me?” Phoebe pointed
out.

Marriage was precisely what happened after
that night with Sandlin in the cabin. He glanced up at Sabrina.
Yes, he was very attracted to her, but he wasn’t sure how he felt
about her. Did he want to spend more time in her presence? Yes. Did
he want to marry her though? He didn’t know.

Besides, she was just free from the boarding
school. He was positive the last thing on her mind was
marriage.

“Phoebe, Sabrina has just gained some
freedom, her cousin didn’t know what she was up to and her uncle
can’t be found. This is not the time to force more changes on
her.”

“I didn’t intend to.” She laughed.

“Then what was all of this about?”

“For the pure enjoyment of watching you try
to figure out a way to walk out of here without being
betrothed.”

He could strangle her, but he would leave
that to her husband. No doubt Sandlin has wanted to do that many
times already.

“I think you can let go now.”

He glanced up to find Sabrina completely
inside the shed and her hands braced on the top step of the ladder.
He let go and climbed the rest of the way down.

“Thank you.”

Marius studied Sabrina. Her hair mussed from
working on the roof, and probably coming through the roof as well.
Her cheeks and nose were rosy and her lips looked just as delicious
as ever. Sabrina wasn’t looking at him though, she glanced down to
Phoebe and part of her smile faded.

Marius looked over to see what Sabrina was
looking at, but didn’t even want to know. Phoebe was Taylor’s
problem.

“Oh, Phoebe, you’re bleeding again,” Sabrina
called down.

Touching her head, Phoebe brought her
fingers down and noted the blood once again. “Damn.” As if
remembering she wasn’t alone, Phoebe blushed and retrieved the
handkerchief again.

Marius turned his attention back to Sabrina.
“Carefully, move back down the ladder, and watch your skirts so you
don’t trip.”

“I can do this on my own. It isn’t the first
time I have been on a roof.” Sabrina stopped half way down to look
into the hole and inspect the roof.

“What are you doing now?”

“Seeing how rotten the wood is.”

“Well, come on. There are guests at the
house and Taylor sent me to find and retrieve the two of you.”

“Why didn’t you say something in the first
place?” Sabrina asked

“You are assuming I had an opportunity
before now.” He turned to Phoebe once Sabrina was safely on the
ground, and escorted the ladies outside into the sunshine. As he
looked at Phoebe’s injury he opened his mouth to ask what happened,
then shut it instead. Shaking his head he started walking back to
the house.

He assumed and hoped Sabrina and Phoebe
followed behind him.

“I thought you were only grumpy in the
morning.”

Marius stopped in his tracks and turned to
look at Sabrina. Never had he been so frustrated and irritated with
any female in his entire life. Did she have no idea how shaken he
had been to see them up there, or how worried he was about her
going through the roof, or that display of her legs and thighs were
enough to tempt a saint or that he couldn’t completely relax until
she was safe on the ground? All of those thoughts raced through his
mind while she faced him, clearly waiting for an answer. He
couldn’t tell her any of those things. Clamping his mouth shut,
Marius turned around and marched toward the house, trying to ignore
Phoebe’s laughter.

Both Phoebe and Sabrina dashed up the back
stairs to freshen up before greeting the new arrivals. Marius had
barely gotten his emotions under control when he joined Taylor and
the Chesters.

Taylor arched an eyebrow in question. “Do I
dare ask?”

Marius sighed, shook his head and walked to
the table to pour a drink. “Sabrina got it into her head to fix the
roof on the shed and Phoebe was helping her.” Marius explained.
“When I came upon them, Sabrina’s foot had gone through the roof.
Phoebe was standing at the top of the ladder trying to pull her
out.”

Taylor started to laugh.

“I wouldn’t laugh. Your wife almost tumbled
off that ladder. Besides, her head is bleeding. I didn’t ask and
they didn’t offer.” When Taylor sobered considerably, Marius
continued, “If it is of any consequence, neither one of them
appeared to be concerned.”

“Excuse me,” Juliet, Lady Chester said from
her chair. “Did you say the ladies were fixing a roof?” Her eyes
sparkled with delight.

Ramsey turned toward his wife. “Since she
was a girl, Sabrina always said that if you see something that
needs fixing and can, then fix it. I can see that hasn’t
changed.”

Here Marius had thought being a servant had
made Sabrina industrious. Apparently, it was her very nature.

Phoebe walked into the room a short time
later, smiling brightly and was introduced to her guests. Taylor
looked her over carefully. “How did you hurt you head, dear?”

“Sabrina and I were walking by the old shed.
You know, the one at the back of the orchard?”

Smiling at his lovely wife, Taylor
nodded.

“Well, as we were passing, a shingle fell
from the roof and struck me.”

“Is that when Sabrina decided to fix the
roof?”

“Yes.” Phoebe’s face lit with excitement.
“There was really nothing to it. She even showed me how.”

“Except she almost fell through the roof,”
Marius reminded from where he stood by the door.

“I did not almost fall through. Only my
foot, if you recall,” Sabrina insisted when she stepped into the
room.

Marius looked her up and down, noticing the
change in dress. This one was soft lavender, which complimented her
coloring beautifully. “You changed your dress.”

“I ripped the other one.”

His smile faded. “That wouldn’t have
happened if you wouldn’t have gotten the foolish idea in your
head.”

“It was not foolish.” She planted her hands
on her hips as if she were ready to argue, not about to back down
and admit she could have been hurt.

Marius gritted his teeth in aggravation.
“Lady Sabrina, do you realize that since I picked you up on the
side of the road, you have argued with me over almost
everything?”

“I have not.” She folded her arms in front
of her and tapped her foot.

“You have. You are the most argumentative
female I have ever met.”

“I am not argumentative.”

“See.” Marius offered with a triumphant
grin. “You just proved my point. To think I would have bet you
didn’t have a disagreeable thought in your mind when I met you at
the academy.”

Sabrina opened her mouth to argue back, but
must have thought better of it and closed her mouth.

“What do you mean about picking her up on
the side of the road?”

Sabrina turned from Marius. She took a step
back. “Ramsey?”

 


 



Chapter 7

 


 


“It is me, Sabrina. It is good to see you
after all of these years.”

“Oh, Ramsey. It’s good to see you too.” She
looked at the woman beside him. “Is this your wife?”

“Yes, Juliet.” Ramsey took his wife’s arm.
“This is my cousin, Sabrina.”

Sabrina could only smile at them. Pleased
and overwhelmed to see her cousin after all the years. Slowly it
began to dawn on her that she shouldn’t be seeing him at all and
wondered why they were here. What had they learned? Luckily she had
the dresses from Phoebe’s sister so at least her clothing supported
the story she had led him to believe these last years.

Marius stepped forward to answer Ramsey’s
question. “I did meet your cousin at the academy. I picked her up
on the side of the road as she was walking to London.”

Sabrina clenched her jaw and balled her
fists behind her back. She knew her eyes widened at his statement
and she wanted to strangle Marius. She wished to explain Ramsey in
her own way, without Ramsey becoming suspicious of what had really
transpired these last few years.

“Surely you could have taken a coach,
Sabrina,” Ramsey suggested. “Or sent a note to me? I could have had
my coach retrieve you.”

Her face heated and she turned away from her
cousin. She hated to lie, but it was for the best. “It was a sudden
decision, and I didn’t think it was necessary to spend the
funds.”

“It was kind of you to give her
transportation, Parker.”

“It was a pleasure.” Marius quirked an
eyebrow at Sabrina then added, “Despite her disposition.”

She gasped. “You are one to talk. You were
quite disagreeable that morning we were leaving the inn.”

Taylor and Ramsey both raised a speculative
eyebrow at Marius, while Phoebe bit her bottom lip, her eyes a bit
wide, as if she were amused. “Do you know that he actually struck
the innkeeper, though I still don’t understand what the man
meant?”

“Enough Sabrina,” Marius bit out. “I am sure
they understand.”

“I didn’t know you had stopped at an inn
with my cousin, Parker. Apparently, you didn’t tell me everything
regarding my cousin and the time you spent with her.”

Sabrina sighed with relief. Thank goodness
Marius had kept his promise not to tell him of her reduced
circumstances.

“I can assure you my behavior was honorable,
and I never intentionally touched her, except to examine her foot
and carry her down the stairs.”

Ramsey stiffened and Sabrina wanted to
groan. Her cousin didn’t need to protect her from anything or
anyone, especially Mr. Parker. But, Ramsey wasn’t looking at her.
He was looking at Marius, his posture erect, all humor gone from
his face. She did not need him making matters worse.

Marius straightened as well and looked
Ramsey in the eye. “I understand if you feel this situation should
be addressed, and I am willing to discuss the options.”

“If that is the case, why did you fail to
mention it to me previously?”

“I only thought to save Sabrina the
embarrassment, especially since I was a complete gentleman,
regardless of the circumstances.”

Ramsey nodded and Sabrina tried to follow
the conversation.

“Does anyone else know?” Ramsey rubbed his
chin.

“Only those in this room. The innkeeper
never knew Lady Sabrina’s name,” Mr. Parker answered dutifully.

Finally, Ramsey nodded. “I don’t see any
reason to be concerned at this moment. However, if others learn...”
He didn’t finish and Sabrina was afraid of what he eluded too.
Thank goodness nothing would come of that evening because it wasn’t
possible anyone would ever find out.

Mr. Parker looked the man directly in the
eye. “I was well aware of what would be expected when it was
necessary to stop. You have my word to do the right thing.”

Ramsey simply nodded his agreement and
Phoebe sighed.

Sabrina looked between the two men in
confusion. “Would you quit speaking so cryptically?” Shaking her
head in disgust, Sabrina walked past them and took a seat by
Juliet.

Ramsey smiled at his cousin and followed. “I
was just assuring your future and reminding Parker why this
conversation will not be repeated.”

Sabrina let it go. She was beginning to
believe men had some of the strangest notions. Her years at the
academy certainly hadn’t prepared her to understand gentlemen, and
she was beginning to wonder if she ever would.

Phoebe sat when the tea arrived and the
gentlemen took various seats to accommodate conversation. Once the
maid had closed the door, Ramsey turned to his cousin once again.
“Sabrina, I am going to get to the point of this visit, besides
wanting to see you again.”

Sabrina set her teacup and saucer on the
table before her. “To what are you referring, Ramsey?” She pasted a
smile on her face. This was becoming more difficult now that she
had to actually face him.

“I know that Uncle James has asked you to
lie to me these past years.”

He knew. The only way he could know was if
Marius had told him. Instead of answering her cousin, she turned
accusing eyes on Marius. “You promised not to tell.” Her world fell
apart. The secret had been kept to protect Ramsey and for the
future Chesterfield line. What would his wife think of marrying
into a family who was so destitute that one had to become a
servant? It was all too horrifying to imagine, once word got
out.

Standing ready to defend himself, Marius
replied, “I did not promise. I said I would try.”

She stood as well, mortified that they all
knew everything. “I thought I could trust you. I’ll never forgive
you for this. You have ruined everything.” Choking on her words,
Sabrina ran from the room.

 


* * *

 


Ramsey found her beneath a tree, sitting on
a bench. She swiped the tears from her eyes when he took a seat
beside her. “Are you upset that I know the truth or that you think
Parker betrayed your trust?”

Sniffling, she looked up at him. “Both, I
think.” How could she explain that Mr. Parker had destroyed
something in her heart when he betrayed her wishes on keeping the
family secret? It hurt deeply that he would disregard her feelings.
She was also horrified at having to face Ramsey and explain. Her
world was crumbling right before her.

Ramsey picked up her hand. “Parker didn’t
betray you, Sabrina.”

“Yes, he did. I asked him to promise not to
say a word.” Sabrina searched her pocket for a handkerchief. Before
she could find one, Ramsey produced his own, which she gratefully
accepted, wiping her eyes and nose.

“When you asked him to keep your secret, he
already knew who you were and that we were related.”

“That shouldn’t have mattered,” Sabrina
argued, finally in control of her emotions, for the moment.

“Ah, but it did. I have known Parker for
some time. He has never made a promise he couldn’t keep, which is
why he said he would try, not that he would.”

“You are speaking cryptically again.”
Sabrina sniffled.

“Hear me out.” He grasped her hand tighter.
“It was beyond Parker to understand why you were a servant and my
cousin, which is why he promised nothing. He had yet to hear the
entire story from you on how you came to be where you were. After
you had told him, it was clear a number of things did not add up,
which is why he brought you here and sought me out.”

Stiffening, Sabrina looked at her cousin.
“That was not his place. Are you telling me that Marius Parker went
directly to you, and he has not been looking for a new position for
me?”

“That is exactly what I am telling you, and
it is precisely what he should have done.”

Sabrina groaned. She would never trust
anyone again, at least not a gentleman. “That is the last thing he
should have done. You don’t understand.”

Ramsey smiled down at his cousin. “No,
Sabrina. You don’t understand.”

For the next moments Ramsey explained
everything he had learned after Marius had come to him and what
their uncle had done. “Unfortunately, the funds that had been set
aside for your education, introduction to society, and dowry are
gone.”

Stunned, Sabrina could only stare at him.
The only question that kept coming to her mind was “Why?’

“All we can figure is that uncle needed your
wealth enough to sacrifice you. His actions were criminal.”

“I’m not sure what he did could be
considered criminal. After all, as my guardian, he had the option
to use my funds at his will.” She thought Ramsey was blowing this
horrible situation out of proportion.

“Yes, criminal,” he argued before telling
her of the affidavit and how he had originally been named as her
guardian. “Apparently your father knew more of Uncle James than we
did.”

Sabrina was having difficulty taking in this
new information.

“Sabrina.” Ramsey intruded in on her
thoughts. “I am going to make this up to you the best that I
can.”

She smiled sweetly at her cousin, and tried
to dissuade any obligation he might feel. After all, it wasn’t his
fault. “That is very sweet Ramsey, but not necessary. What is done
is done and we will move forward from here.”

“I am glad you feel that way because I would
like you to return to London with me and Juliet. Stay with us and
let me be the guardian I was meant to be.”

“No, Ramsey. I will not intrude on your
life. You have a lovely, new wife and I will not disrupt that.”

“Parker is right. You are
argumentative.”

Opening her mouth, Sabrina began to argue,
but Ramsey stopped her. “You have not reached your age of majority
yet, and it was your father’s wish that I see to your care. I am
not giving you a choice.”

“Why do gentlemen have to be so
controlling?” She knew he had the upper hand, but only for a few
more months.

“It is in our nature,” he answered her with
a smile. “I want to introduce you to society in the spring. I
should have insisted two years ago, and I won’t be derelict in my
duty this time.”

Sabrina rolled her eyes at the waste. “That
is not going to happen. Besides, it will cost a small fortune to
launch me and I cannot afford it. You yourself said the funds
father had left me are gone.” She was not about to let him
sacrifice what little he may have for her.

“You haven’t been really listening. I don’t
need any of your or our uncle’s money. I am wealthy myself. In
fact, I could launch you three times over plus ten daughters, if I
am so blessed.”

Sabrina eyed him skeptically. “Juliet must
have been an heiress.”

Ramsey shook his head. “I did not need to
marry an heiress. I married Juliet because I loved her and would
have married her if she was destitute. My wealth is my own, from
what my own father and mother left me.”

She still eyed him carefully, not sure if
she should accept his offer. Ramsey continued pleading his case.
“Your father knew this. I believe that is why he named me your
guardian. He knew I wouldn’t squander what was left to you and if,
by chance, the funds were lost, I was in the financial position to
see to you as he would have.”

“Then why didn’t Uncle James turn to you for
help if he was in such dire circumstances?”

Ramsey shook his head. “I don’t know.”

She had spent the past four years as a
servant to wealthy young ladies because of her uncle’s greed. If
she would have told Ramsey the truth in the beginning her life
would have been entirely different. Still, she didn’t feel right
placing herself under his care at this point in time and thought
she could take care of herself. “I am still not comfortable with
moving into your home. Think of Juliet, your wife. I am sure when
she married you she wasn’t expecting to suddenly become guardian to
a grown woman.”

“Juliet and I have already discussed this,
and we are in complete agreement.”

“Actually, I have insisted.” Juliet said,
watching Sabrina with a sympathetic smile.

“You are too kind.” Sabrina believed Juliet
probably hadn’t been given much of a choice since it appeared men,
she had learned, felt the need to make all decisions.

“It is what I want. Besides,” Juliet
continued as she stopped before Sabrina. “By the time the season
arrives, I will be confined to the house. I will enjoy having some
company and Ramsey will have someone to accompany to the societal
affairs.”

What Juliet was insinuating began to dawn on
Sabrina and a smile slowly formed and she turned to Ramsey. “I am
so happy for you.”

“Say you will come home with us.”

“Yes, I will,” Sabrina reluctantly agreed.
She couldn’t deny that Juliet was genuine in her request that she
live with them, and it would be good to be in a family household
again. If all he said was true, what could it hurt to allow Ramsey
to do what he felt was his duty and right? At least for a few
months, until she reached her majority.

As they entered the parlor again, Mr. Parker
watched Sabrina expectantly. “Sabrina has agreed to return to
London with me and I will see that she is introduced in the
spring.” He turned to Parker. “She is argumentative, but as her
guardian I will do my best to curb that habit.”

Sabrina gasped from beside him. She wasn’t
about to let him have complete control over her just because she
would allow him his duty.

Chuckling, Juliet patted her hand. “Don’t
worry. I’ll take care of your cousin.”

 


 



Chapter 8

 


 


Sabrina succeeded in avoiding Mr. Parker
until the following afternoon when he located her by a stream at
the back of the property. She stopped walking when he approached,
still not sure how she felt about his betrayal. Her mixed emotions
had kept her awake a good portion of the night, and she hadn’t been
able to make sense of what she was feeling. On one hand, he had
disregarded her trust by confessing to her cousin. On the other
hand, he was more knowledgeable of the situation than she and
considered it in her best interest to inform Ramsey of the
circumstances. On the other hand, he had led her to believe he was
seeking a new position for her with every intention of speaking to
Ramsey, which was a deceit in itself. Plus, he had taken it upon
himself to make a decision that directly involved her without
informing her first. It didn’t matter that he was right and
everything had worked out for the best. She was still angry.

Sabrina tried to hold onto that anger,
though it was difficult because just the sight of him made her want
to smile. Today he was dressed in snug brown breeches, a dark brown
jacket, and a cream shirt. The brown tones made his eyes warmer and
friendlier. Sabrina tried to remind herself that those deep eyes
could not be trusted while she bit her lower lip to keep from
showing what the mere sight of him did to her.

When he stopped before her, Sabrina tilted
her head to look up at him, waiting for him to speak first.

Clasping his hands behind his back, Parker
looked down into her eyes. “I have been looking for you, Sabrina. I
think we need to discuss what you believe was my betrayal.”

“You did betray my trust.” She was not
willing to give an inch, forgive him, or trust him. It would be
easier if she wasn’t looking into those magnificent eyes. His
lashes were thick, long, and curled ever so slightly. She shook the
thought from her mind. She could not back down now and willed
herself not to be affected.

“I had hoped after your discussion with
Ramsey that you would understand why I did what I did.”

“I do understand your motives, Mr. Parker.”
He needed to know the true reason for her anger.

Parker tilted his head to the side. “I
thought we had dispensed of formalities.”

Unable to look at him anymore, Sabrina
turned her back and stepped toward the water. “That was when I
thought I could trust you.” She lifted her chin.

Parker came up behind her. “You can trust
me.” He grasped her upper arms and turned her to face him. “I knew
the financial status of both your cousin and uncle yet couldn’t
understand why either had allowed you to become a servant. When I
visited Ramsey, I still was not sure if I was going to tell him or
not. I needed to know if he knew what you were doing. ”

Knowing it would be her undoing, Sabrina
refused to look up into his face. Instead, she looked past his
shoulder. “I thought I could trust you.” The hitch in her voice
betrayed her emotions.

His hands tightened on her arms, but not in
a painful matter. “You can trust me, Sabrina. I was only concerned
with your welfare.”

Why did he have to step nearer? She could
feel the warmth of his body, reminding her of the night they had
slept together and the comfort she had felt. Still, he needed to
know that she did not appreciate control of her life being taken
out of her hands. “You should have consulted me first.” She finally
looked up at him.

He smiled down at her gently. “I understand
that now and am asking you to forgive me. At the time, I thought I
was doing the right thing.”

Her anger melted away. He had done what he
felt best, and she had known that from almost the beginning. He
hadn’t betrayed her because he hadn’t promised to keep her secret,
even though he had led her to believe he would. She silently vowed
to pay closer attention to his promises in the future, if she saw
him in the future, after she was installed in Ramsey’s home. “I
forgive you, but please don’t make decisions for me again.”

Parker let out a breath. “I will try not to
make that mistake again.”

Sabrina returned his smile. Perhaps he did
feel something for her if it was so important to him to patch the
rift that had formed.

 


* * *

 


He studied her face. They were back on
friendly terms, she was smiling at him, and looking entirely too
attractive. He let his eyes drop to her full, rosy lips and pulled
her closer. He did not think about what he was about to do and
simply acting on what he wanted. He lowered his head, placing his
lips against hers.

Marius lifted his face from the very light
kiss. While she hadn’t pulled away, she hadn’t engaged either. It
was a bit disconcerting. “Have I taken a liberty I shouldn’t have?”
What if she wasn’t attracted to him? Marius had never stopped to
consider the possibility, only knowing what he was feeling.

“Probably, but I don’t mind.” Sabrina smiled
back, revealing the dimples he loved.

He studied her closer. So she had wanted to
be kissed, but she had not reacted. That had never happened to him
before. This was difficult and perhaps he should just forget
kissing her and escort her back to the house. Yet, he knew that
wasn’t an option until he tried at least once more.

Marius gave her a half smile. He studied her
lips, and watched as she instinctively licked them, as if waiting
for another. He had to acknowledge to himself that in his
uncertainty, he had given her a very chaste kiss, almost brotherly.
Perhaps that was the problem, he thought as he lowered his head
again. This time he used more pressure, wanting her to know there
was more than innocent friendship on his mind.

Sabrina gasped.

Taking advantage of her parted lips, Marius
deepened his kiss, unable to get enough. Perhaps he should have
left her after the first kiss because her reaction was setting him
on fire. She was now leaning into him as if she needed support. If
Ramsey came upon him, he would never believe the night in the inn
had been as innocent as they had said. Marius could not will
himself to stop and found himself pulling her closer. Her arms went
around his neck, and she molded her body to his almost as closely
as it had been that night.

The moan from the back of her throat made
him aware of his own actions, where they were, and that what he was
doing was entirely improper. He lifted his head, though the last
thing he wanted to do was end their kiss.

Letting her head drop back, Sabrina looked
up at him with a small smile on her swollen and bruised lips. Her
eyes were partially closed with lingering passion. Marius groaned
and forced himself to pull away, though it would be a picture he
would not soon forget, if ever. If this is how she looked after a
thorough kiss, how would she look after a thorough loving? The
thought chilled him to the bone and abruptly, he pulled away from
her, stiffening. He shouldn’t be having any thoughts of making love
to her. She was innocent, under the care of a friend, still waiting
to have her first season and not some trollop or mistress.

Offering his arm, not sure what to say, he
escorted her back to the house, in silence.

 


* * *

 


Mortification built in Sabrina because he
didn’t say a word and suddenly seemed more distant than ever. She
had behaved improperly and what must he think of her? Years ago,
when she was still a student, Lady Davies reminded the girls again
and again of the proper behavior expected of all young ladies. If
they allowed kisses, especially passionate kisses, a gentleman
would never consider them virtuous to be a wife. And the kiss she
and Marius just shared was far from chaste. She had practically
plastered herself against him. If he had ever considered her beyond
a friend, all of that was now destroyed. Though she doubted there
would be another opportunity, especially after this display,
Sabrina vowed that if he ever attempted the liberty again, she
would certainly control herself and hoped she had another chance to
prove she was a lady.

Upon returning to the house, Sabrina escaped
to her room as quickly as possible. She needed to distance herself
from him and think.

 


* * *

 


Marius strode to the kitchen, his mind and
emotions in a turmoil. He turned to the only thing he could think
of to work through this revelation – cooking. It had worked for
years and he prayed it worked today. This was not the first time
the cook had seen Marius enter her domain, and she greeted him with
a short nod.

He ran his fingers through his hair and
looked about the room. Besides the cook, a staff of five worked at
preparing the evening meal. He walked to the counter where a young
maid stood before a pile of vegetables. He held out his hand. She
handed him the long knife. He took his position and began to chop
carrots in precise slices.

It didn’t take him long to come to terms
with and accept that Sabrina would be more to him than a short-term
interest. All he had to do was bid his time until she had come out
and perhaps courted by a few gentlemen. After all, every young lady
deserved that time in her life and, it would be grossly unfair of
him to deny Sabrina hers because of his own selfish desires. If
only the season wasn’t sooner.

It would kill him to watch from afar while
gentlemen danced attendance on her. None would be worthy of her, of
course.

What did he really have to offer? He was a
second son of an Earl. He had no title, though he did own a
townhouse and had funds of his own from an inheritance and
investments. But, was that enough for a wife? What if a duke or
marquess offered for her? Was it fair of him to take a better life
from her? He didn’t doubt someone, several someones, would take an
interest in her. Then what was he to do?

“Mr. Parker, those are all the vegetables we
planned to cook.”

He glanced up at the cook and then down at
the large pile of carrots, celery and potatoes. He had chopped
everything on the table. “What did you plan on doing with
them?”

“They are going be served with the
chickens.”

“Very well.” He walked to the shelves then
pulled down a large roasting pan. He seasoned the dish with savory
and sage before he set about roasting the vegetables. He could
always think more clearly while he cooked. Thank goodness he was in
a household that allowed him to do this.

 


* * *

 


It was some hours later when Sabrina found
Mr. Parker with Ramsey. It was difficult to look at Mr. Parker and
her face heated in remembrance. She hoped he didn’t notice or
comment on the blush.

She took a seat beside Ramsey and poured
herself some tea, unable to look either gentleman in the eye and
politely asked after Juliet.

“She is resting,” Ramsey answered. “Juliet
and I have been discussing the situation.”

Sabrina turned toward him thankful for a
topic of conversation.

“We don’t think it is necessary to wait to
introduce you in the spring.”

Mr. Parker leaned forward and looked at
Ramsey.

“I don’t understand.” Sabrina noted Parker’s
interest.

“If you were straight out of the school
room, Sabrina, I would never consider the notion. But, Juliet
insists and I have to agree.”

“I am still not following you, Ramsey.”

“A number of the families return to London
in the fall, for the Little Season.”

Sabrina nodded. She had heard reference to
the Little Season before.

“There are still balls, soirees, and dinners
with so many in London, though not nearly as many,” Parker
offered.

“Not to mention the theater and musicals,”
Ramsey added.

“It sounds much like the season to me.”
Sabrina asked, “What makes it so different?”

“Everything is at a slower pace and not
nearly the constant entertainments. Plus, the only young ladies
likely to be present are those who had been introduced the earlier
spring.”

Sabrina simply nodded, not sure she really
did understand the difference.

“Given you will attain your majority in
March, Juliet and I thought it silly to wait. Besides,” Ramsey
continued, “Juliet wants to introduce you to some of her friends.
She won’t have that opportunity when the Season officially
begins.”

“I agree,” Parker said. “Why should Sabrina
miss all the fun for the next five months?”

Her throat tightened and she tried to
swallow past it. He probably wanted her married off as quickly as
possible so she didn’t have any illusions about the kiss they
shared. “If you are positive it is proper.” Sabrina hesitantly
agreed.

 


* * *

 


Sabrina was grumbling to herself and pacing
back and forth in the gazebo when Marius came upon her. If he used
half the intelligence he had been gifted with, he would turn right
around and leave. For the past few days he had done everything in
his power to fight his desire to find Sabrina and kiss her
senseless. To act on this need would only increase his growing
frustration and possibly tempt him to proceed too far. Marius
wasn’t sure he could stop with just kissing so he spent a good part
of these last days in the Sandlin kitchen and avoiding Sabrina.

In the past, cook had never minded his
presence before. Today she actually kicked him out before he
destroyed the evening meal by kneading the dough to death. It was
the first time that this had ever happened to him.

It was all because of a woman. Now, that
very woman was before him, pacing back and forth, muttering to
herself. Could he hope that she was as frustrated as he? Perhaps
another kiss wasn’t such a poor idea. It might help relieve some of
his own need, Marius lied to himself as he approached the object of
his raging desire.

Sabrina turned and saw him. Her frown
deepened.

Marius studied her as he stepped into the
gazebo. What had gotten her so upset and why was she glaring at
him? He nodded. “Sabrina.”

Sabrina politely acknowledged his greeting
before stepping around him. “If you will excuse me.”

Why was she angry with him? Reaching out he
gently grabbed her arm. “I would like a moment of your time.”

Stopping at his side, she looked up at him.
“Yes.”

Marius stepped in front of her. “Why are you
angry with me?”

Sabrina gave him a short laugh. “I thought
it was the other way around. I haven’t been the one to exit as soon
as we found ourselves in a room together. I was simply going to
save you the trouble and leave first.”

So she had noticed he avoided being alone
with her and was miffed. Marius tried to keep the smile away that
tugged at his lips and took her reaction as a positive sign. “I’m
sorry if I offended you. It was never my intention.”

“It is clear my presence aggravates
you.”

The smile continued to pull at his lips. “I
believe frustrates is more appropriate.” He no longer bothered to
hide his smile.

A gasp of outrage escaped her lips. “If that
is how you feel, why don’t you simply leave? Nothing is keeping you
here.”

Her indignant anger was as attractive as her
dimpled smiles. Marius took a step forward.

Sabrina stepped back.

Marius continued to advance while she
continued to back away. What was she afraid he would do? “I can’t
leave. My transportation back to London is the same as yours.”

Sabrina’s eyes flew wide. The last thing she
wanted to do was ride in a confining coach, all the way to London,
with a man who admitted she frustrated him. She continued to back
away, wishing she was close to the entrance when her back came
against a beam.

A triumphant smile came to Marius’s
lips.

“What do you want?”

“I want to kiss you,” Marius answered
beginning to lower his head.

With a screech, Sabrina ducked and ran under
his arm. Stepping back in panic with one hand on her chest and the
other straight out in front of her to keep him away. “Oh, no, you
don’t. You are not kissing me again.”

Turning towards her, Marius watched her
curiously. He could have sworn she had enjoyed the kissing as much
as he. “Why not? I had thought what we shared was pleasurable.” He
advanced on her again.

Sabrina’s cheeks began to turn pink and she
maneuvered from his advance. “Ever since you kissed me, you have
avoided me until now. You even admit I aggravate you. I will not
kiss you again.”

He didn’t understand her panic, but enjoyed
it just the same. “Frustrate.”

“Fine. Frustrate.” Sabrina threw up her
hands and backed away again.

When Sabrina came up against another beam,
Marius brought his arms up, ready to block her escape. Sabrina
looked up at him with panicked eyes. If she was truly distressed
about kissing him, Marius would have left her long ago. However,
along with the distress in her eyes, he also read the longing as
well. He also noted that she hadn’t denied that their kiss had been
pleasurable. “Aggravation and frustration have two separate
meanings.” Marius explained.

“They were close enough. Both indicate that
I irritate you.”

Marius chuckled. “Someday, I’ll explain the
differences, but for now.” Lowering his head, Marius placed his
lips on Sabrina’s. He didn’t make the mistake of beginning with a
chaste kiss. He wanted her to understand his unvoiced
intentions.

Sabrina remained rigid where she stood and
clutched her skirts with her fisted hands. Her eyes remained open
and she stared at the roof of the gazebo. Worse, she kept her lips
pursed tight.

He kissed her for a few moments, but when
she didn’t soften towards him, Marius lifted his head to see what
was wrong this time. He had never seen someone so intent on
remaining unaffected before and had to fight not to laugh. If the
internal fight had not been revealed in her eyes, Marius would have
to believe she was unmoved by his attentions. “What is the matter,
Sabrina? I know your kisses can be warmer.” He was trying not to
let the humor he felt be heard in his voice.

“Nothing is the matter. I am simply more
prepared and am trying to behave like a lady.”

“Does that mean your kisses last time were
unladylike?”

“Exactly. After a good deal of thought, I
would say my behavior was wanton. Lady Davies had warned that could
happen. So, I will not kiss like that again. You will no longer
have any need to be aggravated with me.”

“The word is frustrated, Sabrina.” Marius
laughed at her misguided notions, though she had read the situation
somewhat accurately, whether she realized it or not.

Stiffening further, Sabrina looked him in
the eye. “I am glad you can find the circumstances entertaining.”
Sabrina turned and made her exit.

Marius collapsed onto a bench in the gazebo
as he watched her walk away, with her skirts swinging suggestively
in her wake. Soon, he found himself laughing at their conversation.
“Yes, Sabrina. You are definitely frustrating, aggravating, and
irritating.”

 


* * *

 


Sabrina, along with her cousin, Ramsey, his
wife Juliet and Mr. Parker left the Sandlin estate as the sun rose
in the east. Juliet had no desire to spend the night in an inn so
they pushed forward, only stopping when absolutely necessary.
Sabrina was in complete agreement, not wishing to prolong the
trip.

For the most part, Juliet dozed off and on
while Marius and Ramsey engaged in conversation over various
topics. Phoebe had loaned Sabrina Sense and Sensibility to
finish, which she tried to concentrate on during the daylight
hours. Unfortunately, Marius’s presence beside her made the plan
next to impossible, and she used every effort she possessed to
block him from her mind, or at least, ignore him.

Each time she succeeded and became absorbed
in the story, Marius would do something to remind her he was there.
Once he yawned and stretched, bringing his arms across the back
seat, resting one directly behind her. As soon as she was involved
in the story once again, he brought his arms down. The day
continued in that manner until it was too dark to read and she had
given up. If he wasn’t stretching, he would move as if to find a
more comfortable position, momentarily brushing her thigh with his
own. All of the touches and gestures probably appeared innocent to
Ramsey and his wife, if they were paying attention at all. A couple
of times Sabrina had even shot Marius an irritated look, only to
have him return an innocent one.

Maybe all his movements were innocent and it
hadn’t been his intention to distract her. Either way, by the time
they were on the outskirts of London, Sabrina had finally admitted
to herself it wouldn’t have mattered if he had sat perfectly still
because his very presence was a distraction. Since he had tried to
kiss her in the gazebo, Mr. Parker had been less short tempered, if
not downright considerate. Sabrina didn’t know what to make of his
sudden change in mood and, on numerous accounts wished he had found
somewhere else to be.

Perhaps with Parker away from her, she could
deal with this new situation better. During the last few days in
the country, though he had not tried to kiss her again, he often
escorted her from the room, placing his hand, if only momentarily,
on the small of her back. Other times, he held her hand just a bit
too long. Maybe his actions were unconscious, and he had taken it
to heart not to kiss her again. Sabrina’s problem was that she was
too aware of his presence. It didn’t help that her skin tingled
wherever he touched her. She just hoped it wouldn’t be this way
with every gentleman she met or she would never make it through the
next months with her sanity.

 


 



Chapter 9

 


 


“Mother,” Marius began. His voice broke, as
if he were a lad of twelve again. This would not be easy and he
felt no different than when he stood before her as a child, ready
to confess, or admit something he knew would disappoint her.

She looked up, a sweet smile on her lovely
face, soft lines crinkled around her eyes, and Marius almost
changed his mind. “Yes, dear?” She was straightening the greenery
along the mantel in preparation for Christmas Eve. His older
brother, sister-in-law, their children, along with aunts, uncles
and various cousins had descended on the household just yesterday
for the holiday festivities. Marius tried to enjoy their company
but his mind was on Sabrina.

He swallowed and clenched his fists. “You
see, I, well . . . you see . . .”

Her eyes sparkled with humor. “Well, what
has you in such a dither, dear?

“Well. . .” Marius stopped, cleared his
throat and straightened. He was a man after all. “You see . . .
there is a lady.”

His mother straightened. “Go on, dear.”

“You see, I would, well, I want to return to
London, tonight, to see her on Christmas Eve.” He closed his eyes
and waited. This was his mothers’ favorite holiday, and she always
insisted everyone in the family be present. He knew that in a
moment after she absorbed the enormity of what he just announced
she would make clear her disappointment. There would be a tisk, a
sad shake of her head, and she would tell him to do what he thought
best, though her tone would be low, depressed. His shirt was damp
with the waiting but all he received was complete and utter silence
from his mother. He dared to open his eyes. She had sat in a chair
next to the fire, the gentle smile back on her lips and an eyebrow
lifted with intrigue.

“You would rather miss Cook’s Christmas
pudding for this lady?”

Marius resisted the urge to tug at his
cravat even though he was sure to suffocate shortly for the tight
bind around his throat. “Yes, Mother.”

“And the billiards?”

He stood back, unaware she knew.

She rolled her eyes and dismissed him with a
wave of her hand. “Did you think I didn’t know you and your
brother, and adult male cousins tend to get deep in your cups,
making ridiculous bets around the billiard table after we have
retired?”

His face heated. Marius believed her
ignorant of their annual gathering, fearful she would not approve.
“Yes.”

“Yes, you think I didn’t know or yes, you
are willing to miss your billiard game?”

Marius cleared his throat. “Yes, to
both.”

“And the name of this lady?” Both eyebrows
rose with question but his mother didn’t exhibit even the slightest
sign she was angry or upset.

“Lady Sabrina Chester.”

His mother pursed her lips in contemplation.
“Is she related to your friend, Lord Chester?”

“His cousin,” Marius dutifully answered.

“And why haven’t I heard of her before?
Surely she isn’t so young she hasn’t had a Season.”

Marius almost choked on the idea. He barely
tolerated the debutants that were old enough. “She is
twenty, mother. And, she did not have the opportunity to travel to
London.” It was best to spare his mother the details at the
moment.

“And you wish to see this lady, tonight,
knowing how important Christmas Eve is to me?”

Here it came, as soon as he uttered yes, her
disappointment in him as a son would be evident, and he would feel
like a heel. Not that he would remain home. His evening would just
be dampened. “Yes, Mother.”

A smile broke on her face, which completely
confused Marius. “Please, go, with my blessing.”

“But, I thought, well . . .,” he
stammered.

She approached Marius and placed a hand
against his cheek. “Do you know how long I have waited for you to
find someone you were taken with this much? I can only hope it
leads to matrimony. You aren’t getting any younger, nor am I, and I
want to see your children.”

So, that was behind her unexpected
acceptance. He shouldn’t be surprised. The woman had been trying to
get him married off for the past five years.

“Thank you, Mother.”

“Go, don’t keep this lady waiting.”

Marius didn’t wait another moment more and
bolted for the door. He had just enough time to ride to London,
change his clothing and be on the Chester doorstep by early
evening. He just hoped they were in attendance.

 


* * *

 


Sabrina folded the blankets and laid them on
top of each other in the crate. She and Juliet had spent the last
weeks mending them, as well as knitting scarves, when she wasn’t
out shopping for new clothing. Sabrina much preferred knitting to
being fitted for new gowns.

“I have all of the scarves in this crate.”
Juliet stood and brushed off her hands.

She and Sabrina looked around the room,
pleased with all they accomplished.

“Lady Chester,” Thomas, the footman,
interrupted, “Mr. Parker has come to call on Lady Sabrina.”

At the mere mention of his name, her pulse
increased and Sabrina wiped her hands against her gown, fearful
they were perspiring already.

“Please, send him in,” Juliet instructed
when Sabrina failed to say anything.

She certainly wasn’t expecting him tonight,
of all nights. She assumed he would be with his family. It wasn’t
as if she saw him that much as it was. He only called a few times a
week, yet those visits were lovely. He took her riding in the park
or for a stroll. If the weather was not conducive to outdoor
entertainment, he would sit with her in the parlor, discussing
whatever came to mind. If she didn’t know better, she would think
Mr. Parker was courting her. Though she wished it were true, she
was afraid he was only being polite as he was one of the only three
people in town that she knew. As Lord and Lady Sandlin would not
arrive until after the New Year, it was decided that Sabrina
wouldn’t be introduced or be taken into society until that time.
She was comfortable not to endure the Little Season and believed
with additional friends the few gathers they attended would not be
so daunting.

Mr. Parker stepped into the room, and
Sabrina’s breath stopped for but a moment. Why did he have to be so
handsome? His brown eyes were dark with warmth, a smile on his
face. He nodded to both women, took a step forward and immediately
fell over a crate in the middle of his path. If she didn’t fear he
was hurt, Sabrina would have laughed. Never had she seen someone
roll over a crate and land on his back the way Mr. Parker did. Now
he just lay on the floor staring up and she ran to his side.

“Are you hurt?”

“Would you take care of me if I were?” His
voice was low and silky. Butterflies beat their wings in her
stomach.

“I am sure I could find you a capable
nurse.” She pulled away but his hand came up and clasped her
arm.

“I would have you tend me. I was injured in
your house by a crate you left in the middle of the floor.”

Sabrina suspected he was completely fine but
went along. “It is my cousin’s house, and Juliet left the crate in
the middle of the room.”

“And I would certainly object to my wife
taking care of you,” Ramsey’s voice bellowed from the door way.

Marius sighed and sat up. “Very well.”

“You aren’t hurt?” Sabrina asked one more
time, wanting to make certain.

“Only my pride.” He stood and straightened
out his clothing before he studied the room. “Why are there so many
crates in here?”

“They are for the soldier’s home,” Julie
chirped.

“Soldier’s home?” He directed his question
to Ramsey. It was Sabrina who answered.

“Juliet founded a soldier’s home for the men
who came back from war but were no longer able to find gainful
employment. So that they didn’t have to fend for themselves on the
street, she gives them a place to live.” Sabrina gestured to the
boxes and crates around the room. “We are taking blankets and
scarves to them tonight.”

“Why a soldier’s home?”

“It was for my brother.” Juliet answered.
“When he came home to visit once he was outraged by the way men
were treated after serving their country. He vowed that when he
returned again he would do something about it.” She pursed her lips
and blinked a few times. It was a moment before she spoke again.
Ramsey gently put an arm around her shoulders in comfort. “He
didn’t come back and I established the home in honor of my
brother.”

“That is very generous of you, Lady Juliet.
I am sure your brother would be well pleased.”

She offered him a grateful smile and turned
away.

“We were just about to have the wagons
loaded and head over.” Ramsey announced. .“You are more than
welcome to join us.”

“Yes, please come,” Lady Juliet added.

He turned to Sabrina. She wanted him to go,
but not if it would be out of politeness only. “I would be happy to
join you.”

A moment later the servants entered to carry
the crates out to the wagon. Marius bent to pick one up but placed
it back on the floor so that he could get a better grip. “I didn’t
expect blankets to weigh so much.”

Sabrina and Juliet giggled. He frowned at
them.

“My husband pretends that I don’t know, and
I pretend that I don’t know, that he fills the bottom of each crate
with whiskey or brandy.”

 


* * *

 


The house itself wasn’t overly large, but
was staffed with a number of servants who helped bring in the
crates for distribution. All the former soldiers were gathered in
the parlor playing cards or reading as they did every night of the
year. Their faces brightened when Lady Chester entered. The home
had been founded a year before Juliet and Ramsey had married, and
they all still referred to her in the manner they had when she was
unattached.

Ramsey made the rounds, greeting each man on
a first name basis. Along with his greeting, he introduced Marius
and Sabrina. Following this, Sabrina helped Juliet unpack and
distribute the items to each of the gentlemen. Though they thanked
them for each thing, Marius suspected they appreciated the liquor
the most.

When they broke into small groups and Juliet
visited with each of the men, Sabrina was summoned by an older man
who had been sitting in the corner. Marius accompanied her to the
man’s side, not willing to relinquish her to any man regardless of
age or infirmity.

As Sabrina took a seat next to him, he
studied her with faded blue eyes. “You are Lady Sabrina Chester,
correct?” The man asked as if he wasn’t sure he had heard
correctly.

“Yes,” Sabrina answered with a smile.

“By chance, was your father Jonas
Chester?”

Sabrina’s face brightened. “Yes, it was. Did
you know him?”

The older man smiled at her in the same
manner of a beloved uncle. “We spent some time together. He talked
of you often and showed your miniature to everyone.”

Sabrina blushed. “When did you last see my
father? How did he look?”

The smile faded from the old soldier’s face.
“I was with him the night before. . .” The man trailed off, unable
to complete his sentence.

Sabrina’s smile faded as well “Sir, how did
my father die? Nobody has ever told me.”

Discomfort passed over the man’s face.
Reaching over, he patted Sabrina’s hand. “It is Christmas Eve and
not a time for this type of discussion. Perhaps later, after the
New Year.”

Sabrina opened her mouth as if to say
something but closed it after a thoughtful moment. Marius suspected
she wanted to insist on an answer, and he wished he could spare her
this. How could she not know how her father died?

The man squeezed her hand one more time
before adding, “Remember that your father was a good and brave man
and how much he loved you.”

Tears were in her eyes. “He was a wonderful
man, and I was blessed to have had him as my father.”

Marius had been concerned the conversation
would dampen Sabrina’s spirit, but it hadn’t. As soon as she was
engaged in conversation with others and joined in some carols, her
dimpled smile returned. Marius only wished he could be at ease as
well, but something in the old soldier’s eyes had bothered him. He
decided that he would pay a visit right after Christmas to learn
how Jonas Chester had died.

After they returned to the house late that
evening, Marius requested some time alone with Sabrina.

“Leave the door open,” Ramsey insisted.

Juliet pushed Ramsey toward the stairs.
“Have a pleasant evening.”

Marius nodded his head and escorted Sabrina
into the parlor. The room was decorated in greenery and bows he
hadn’t really noticed before, probably because it was full of
crates. It appeared that Lady Juliet embraced the holiday as no one
he had ever seen. Sprigs of mistletoe hung in every door and were
already missing a few berries. Marius hoped it had been Ramsey and
Juliet doing the kissing and not Sabrina and some other man.

As Marius sat on the settee next to Sabrina,
he couldn’t help but notice that she moved away from him. Her
insistence at this rigid ladylike behavior was beginning to wear on
his nerves, and he was going to bring an end to it tonight. For the
past weeks he had been on his best behavior and not once attempted
any liberties. Not that she had given him a chance. But, enough was
enough and if he didn’t kiss her soon, he might go insane.

 


 



Chapter 10

 


 


Sabrina wasn’t sure why he had requested a
private moment with her. Nothing good could come from this. Ever
since they had arrived in London she had been able to remain in
control of her emotions. It wasn’t easy when he was near. Still, he
could not fault her behavior and she didn’t seem to aggravate him
any longer. She clasped her hands tightly on her lap and waited
while Marius seemed to search in his pocket. She wished he would
say something.

“Merry Christmas, Sabrina.” Marius handed
her the black box, tied with a white ribbon.

Surprised, Sabrina looked into his warm
brown eyes. “I can’t accept this. I have nothing for you.” She
never dreamed he would have gotten her a gift.

His smile deepened. “We will discuss that
after you have opened this.”

It had been years since someone had actually
handed her a gift. In the past, Ramsey had remembered her on
special occasions, but those had arrived through the post and she
hadn’t anyone to share the occasion with. Reluctantly she held out
her hand and accepted the box.

When she simply stared at it, Marius
prompted her. “You are supposed to open it.”

Her face heated and Sabrina pulled at the
ribbon until it came loose and slowly opened the box. Inside lay a
delicate string of pearls. She knew it was not proper for a
gentleman to give a lady such a gift, but she wasn’t going to
refuse his generosity either.

For a moment Sabrina was overcome with
emotion. Never had she received such a beautiful or expensive gift.
“It is beautiful.” She lifted her eyes, unable to hide the
emotions. “Thank you. I only wish I had gotten you something as
well.”

Marius stood and offered his hand. “There is
but one gift I want for Christmas, Sabrina, and you are the only
one who can give it to me.”

Sabrina placed her hand in his and followed
as he led her to the door to the foyer and stopped in the
center.

Marius looked up at the mistletoe and
Sabrina’s eyes followed. Her face warmed further.

“A kiss,” he whispered.

Sabrina wouldn’t deny the thrill that went
through her at that one request. It appeared as if she would get
two presents this Christmas. Standing on her toes she placed a
chaste kiss on his lips and then stepped back. Inwardly she sighed.
That wasn’t so difficult. She had been able to kiss him and keep
her composure.

Marius’s eyes narrowed as one hand reached
up to pluck a berry from the mistletoe. Another hand snaked around
her waist to bring her close to him again. “Perhaps I wasn’t
specific enough. I should have said kisses.” He glanced up at the
mistletoe again. “At least until the berries are gone.”

Sabrina hastily looked up and counted. There
were eight berries. Could she kiss him eight more times without
becoming involved? Well, she would certainly give it a try. After
all, Marius deserved at least that, after the lovely necklace he
had given her.

As she pursed her lips together and started
to stand on her toes, Marius stopped her. “Not like the kiss you
just gave me.”

She had learned only two ways of kissing.
Surely he wasn’t requesting the other.

“I want a kiss like the first ones we
shared.”

Sabrina opened her mouth to protest and his
lips were on hers and he pulled her against his body before she
could respond. At first, he was gentle, molding his lips to hers,
tracing his tongue along her lips. It took no time at all for
Sabrina to be drowning in a sea of sensations and was soon
returning the kiss with the same passion. Marius molded her body to
his before he began kissing her cheeks, ear, and neck while one
hand massaged her lower back and the other trailed up her side. As
he cupped her breast, he brought his lips back to hers, devouring
her.

Sabrina had run her hand further up and was
clutching his head and hair, needing more as if her very existence
depended on what they were sharing. Her legs grew weak and soon she
was leaning into him, afraid she couldn’t stand on her own any
longer. Her heart was racing and her insides were in turmoil.

Ever so slowly, he pulled away, resting his
hands at her waist and taking a step back to look at her. A smile
came to his lips as he studied her. The reality of the moment began
to intrude on Sabrina’s mind. Horrified at her actions, she stepped
back further.

“That was almost the best Christmas gift you
could have given me.”

Somewhat stunned, Sabrina studied him. He
wasn’t reacting at all like he did the last time she had acted in
such a wanton manner. “Why did you want me to kiss you that way
when you admitted it’s aggravating?” Why were men so difficult to
understand?

Marius chuckled. “Frustrating and it still
is.”

Throwing her hands in irritation, she
countered. “Aggravation and frustration. I don’t see the
difference, and why anyone would want something knowing they would
end up feeling that way is beyond me.”

“I hope to be able to explain it all to you
one day.” He grinned down at her.

Even if he did explain, Sabrina doubted she
would understand. “I don’t understand you, Marius Parker.” She
crossed arms over her chest.

Still smiling at her, Marius stepped forward
and kissed the top of her head. “I can see you are set to be
disagreeable so I will take my leave.”

“I am not disagreeable.” Sabrina
blustered.

“I’ll call on you in a few days. Enjoy your
Christmas Sabrina, and thank you for the gift.” Reaching above his
head, Marius picked every last berry from the mistletoe and placed
them in his pocket before he let himself out of the house.

For most of the night Sabrina tossed and
turned, unable to sleep. Marius Parker had to be the most
aggravating man in the country. To think she had thought him the
most charming of all gentlemen. Obviously she had not known him at
all. She still didn’t know him. If only she could forget the way it
felt when he held and kissed her, she knew she could think more
clearly. Unfortunately, her mind kept returning to the kisses and
she became warm just from the memories. It was aggravating and
wonderful and if she as smart, she wouldn’t allow it to happen
again.

 


* * *

 


Two days later Marius met Ramsey outside the
soldiers’ home. They had agreed to find out how Jonas Chester had
died together. Unfortunately, upon their arrival they learned the
man they came to speak with had died earlier that morning,
apparently from a self-inflicted gunshot wound. The servants were
still waiting for the authorities to come and collect the body.

Why would the man kill himself after he had
told Sabrina he would talk to her again? Was the truth so horrible
that he didn’t want to have to face her? If that were the case, the
man could have simply refused. Something wasn’t right and Marius
had an odd feeling with unanswered questions. After glancing at
Ramsey to see if the situation disturbed him more than it normally
would, Marius requested to see the body. A nod of Ramsey’s head
indicated his agreement and the two men followed the servant up the
stairs.

The servant explained as he opened the door
that after the body had been discovered, nobody had gone in the
room. Marius walked in followed by Ramsey. The old man lay on his
bed, definitely dead and Marius averted his eyes from the man’s
head, trying to forget the gory sight. The man’s right hand was
hanging off the bed. Below it, on the floor lay a pistol. To any
observer, it would appear that after shooting himself, the arm had
simply fallen and the pistol from the hand. The man’s left hand
rested on his upper chest, the palm facing out.

Marius walked to the side of the bed and
studied the man’s posture and gestured Ramsey to his side. Pointing
to the left hand, “If you were going off into eternal rest,
wouldn’t you place your hand, palm down over your heart?”

“One would think” Ramsey nodded in
agreement.

Marius squatted and studied the man from the
level of the bed, something wasn’t right. Standing once again, he
walked around to the other side. Still, it didn’t come to him.
Studying the room and the body on the bed, Marius was sure
eventually he would remember what wasn’t fitting with the picture.
For the moment, it eluded him.

Thanking the servant, he and Ramsey left the
house and hailed a hackney. Together they traveled to Whites.
Neither was anxious to return and inform Sabrina that the man who
held her answers was dead.

As they both took a seat after asking for
coffee to be brought, Marius asked Ramsey what his thoughts were
regarding the death.

“Something about the entire situation
bothers me.”

“My thoughts exactly,” Marius agreed,
looking off into the distance. Something was very wrong with the
scene they had viewed, but for the life of him, he didn’t know what
it was.

“Would you like me to break the news to
Sabrina or will you?” Ramsey asked.

Though it was another chance to see her,
Marius didn’t relish having to tell her. Still, if everything went
as he had planned, they shared a future of good and bad news and he
might as well begin to deal with them now. “I will. After all, it
was my idea to find out the answers before Sabrina did.”

Ramsey sat back into his chair as if
relieved that the duty didn’t fall to him. “Speaking of Sabrina,”
he began.

Marius raised his eyes to Ramsey,
immediately interested in anything having to do with her.
“Yes?”

“By chance did you two argue the other night
or did you do anything to upset her?”

Marius’s eyebrows drew together, confused.
“No. Why do you ask?”

Sighing, Ramsey slumped further into his
seat. “It must be a womanly thing then.”

By now Marius’s interest was amplified and
he wasn’t about to let this conversation lapse. “Why?”

“Oh, nothing really I suppose. Yesterday
morning she rose late and when she did appear, Sabrina certainly
wasn’t her best. Ever since, she has been irritable and claiming
she hadn’t been sleeping well.”

Marius bit the inside of his cheek trying to
keep his expression impassive while he waited for Ramsey to
continue.

“As you are not the cause, I suppose this
mood will pass soon enough.”

So, that made two of them that hadn’t slept
well Christmas Eve. It was the best news he had received that
day.

 


* * *

 


Sabrina hadn’t expected Marius to call on
her so soon. His visits were usually three days apart and scheduled
in advance. She willed her stomach to quit fluttering at the
announcement of his name.

Marius made light conversation as the tea
was delivered. It wasn’t until the maid had left that he became
serious. Sabrina noticed his change in expression and wondered what
could possibly be wrong. Had he regretted the other night? If so,
it was his own fault since he was the one who had insisted.

“Sabrina, there is something I need to tell
you.”

Sabrina braced herself, though not certain
what to expect from him this time.

“I went to visit the older man you spoke
with on Christmas Eve today.”

“The one who knew my father?” Her interest
rose.

“Yes. I thought if I found out how your
father had died, I could help you deal with it better.”

“Marius, that was not necessary. My father
died a number of years ago and I was able to deal with the loss on
my own. I can certainly handle the manner in which he died just as
well.”

“I am aware of that. However, there was
something about the man’s manner that bothered me and I thought to
protect you from or help you deal with the pain his information
would cause.”

“I do not need you to protect me.” Sabrina’s
voice rose with agitation. “This is the second instance that you
have made a decision that directly involved me, without consulting
me first.”

“I knew you would be angry, but try to
understand why I did this.” Hopefully one day soon she would learn
to let him take care of her or at least the more unpleasant
tasks.

“I understand perfectly. Being a gentleman
you didn’t think I could face the harsh truths of reality. You are
mistaken.”

“I never thought you couldn’t handle the
truth. I was concerned and wished to help.”

She harrumphed. “I can see we aren’t going
to agree and I would appreciate it if in the future you wouldn’t
decide something for me and that I at least be consulted.”

Marius nodded his head, there was no use
arguing over his decision at this point anyway. “I’ll do my
best.”

“Good. Now that we have that out of the way,
you might as well tell me what you learned.”

“Nothing.” Marius answered simply. “He died
this morning.”

The tea cup in Sabrina’s hand rattled and
she set it to the table before her. “Was he ill?”

Gravely Marius shook his head. “He took his
own life.”

Sabrina felt the blood rush from her face.
“No.”

“I’m sorry. I saw the body and the pistol
under his right hand.”

Sabrina relaxed slightly. “Then you saw the
wrong man. Don’t you remember that the one who knew my father had a
crippled right hand?”

 


* * *

 


Marius sat forward. That is what had
bothered Marius in the man’s room, now being able to recall how the
man’s right hand had laid curled and useless in his lap. When he
had spoken with Sabrina, it had been his left hand that had reached
out to her. It was impossible that man could have used his right
hand to shoot himself. A chill ran down Marius’s spine and he
considered telling Sabrina what he suspected. Glancing up into her
hopeful eyes, he disregarded the thought. Once he had more facts he
would enlighten her. “I’m sure it was the same man and I am just
confused over which hand had held the gun.”

“Still, you could be mistaken.” Sabrina
offered hopefully.

Marius shook his head sadly. “I am sorry
Sabrina but I am positive it is the same man.”

Sabrina slumped back against the seat. “I
suppose I’ll just ask Uncle James when he returns.”

“Why haven’t you asked him before?”

“He didn’t think it necessary that I be
bothered with the how as it would change nothing.”

This piece of information intrigued Marius.
It is not like Lord Chesterfield had to supply bloody details.
Couldn’t he have simply stated that Sabrina’s father had been shot,
thrown from a horse, or whatever the case had been? Not even Ramsey
had been told the circumstances, which only furthered Marius’
interest. “I’m sure now that you’re older and able to deal with the
truth, your uncle will tell you.” Marius tried to assure her.

 


 



Chapter 11

 


 


This was the first ball Marius had actually
ever looked forward to. Tonight Sabrina would make her entrance. He
just wasn’t clear how long he needed to wait to make his intentions
known. As her uncle was still out of the country, Ramsey could
assume the role of her guardian. No, Ramsey was her guardian in all
the ways that mattered to Marius. Even if the courts disagreed,
Marius would still deal directly with the man Sabrina’s father had
chosen.

From the far side of the ballroom Marius
stood with his friends. Among them were Taylor and Phoebe who had
arrived a few days earlier. He was surprised to see both Dillon
Chambers and Felding in London so early in the year. The presence
of Martin and Janine had come by way of insistence from Phoebe who
thought Janine could open any doors that happened to remain closed
to Sabrina. Janine was the daughter of a duke and married to
Martin, another very good friend of Marius. The only person missing
was Richard, their more reclusive friend who spent more time with
his wife than any other man in England. Marius didn’t expect an
appearance from him until the very first day of the Season.

Marius watched her through the first half of
the evening while she danced and made introductions. Tonight she
was nothing short of beautiful. She wore a deep blue gown, trimmed
in white. Her dark blue eyes sparkled in the candlelight and she
bestowed her dimpled smile on far too many gentlemen. They had
flocked around her early in the evening and Sabrina had not sat out
one dance. It unsettled Marius to watch from afar and it took every
ounce of restraint not to march across the room and, yank her to
his side. To do so would be unfair to Sabrina and he had promised
himself to allow her this time that all young ladies craved in
London.

During the last set before the supper dance,
he noticed Chester and his wife disengaged Sabrina from her circle
of admirers and led her in his direction. Marius smiled when he saw
she wore his gift. The necklace complimented the gown and Sabrina
complimented the necklace.

Beside him Noah murmured to Dillon that she
looked vaguely familiar but couldn’t seem to place her. Marius
chuckled to himself as the Chesters stopped before them and made
the introductions.

As Noah raised her hand to his lips, he
looked at her closely. “Have we met previously, Lady Sabrina?”

She grinned mischievously. “Yes, we have
Lord Felding.”

Felding frowned and Marius knew this was a
first for his friend. Felding never forgot a lady once introduced.
“Forgive me, but I can’t seem to recall where or when.”

Marius for his own part was enjoying his
friend’s discomfort as the man rarely found himself in this
predicament. Nobody had discussed how Sabrina’s past would be
mentioned so Marius left it to Sabrina to decide what story she
would like to tell.

“Actually, Lord Felding, we were never
officially introduced and I am surprised you even recognize me from
that inconsequential meeting.”

Marius noted Felding relaxed when he learned
they had never actually been introduced.

“Where was that, Lady Sabrina?” Felding
asked.

Smiling even more brightly, Sabrina
answered. “Lady Davies Academy for Young Ladies.”

Both Felding and Chambers got a curious
expression on their face, trying to place her. Marius enjoyed the
spectacle very much.

“You did not dine with us. I would certainly
have remembered,” Chambers insisted.

Sabrina chuckled softly. “No. I did not, nor
would it have been my place.”

The two men were even more confused by the
statement from the lady standing before them.

Sabrina turned to Marius. “Shall I explain
Mr. Parker?” She was enjoying this.

Marius returned her smile. “May I offer a
few clues?”

“By all means.” Sabrina laughed.

Turning to his friends, he gestured toward
Sabrina. “Picture a cobweb in her hair and a smudge of dirt on her
nose. Replace the gown with an overly large wool dress, and then
put her on the roof of a cottage.”

Felding and Chambers stared at her
critically before the light dawned in their eyes. It was Chambers
who spoke first, “Cinderella?”

Sabrina sank into a curtsey. “It is I.”

“But how . . .?” Felding began to ask,
though apparently not sure how he should proceed with such a
delicate question.

Marius patted him on the shoulder. “I’ll
explain everything later. Tonight Cinderella is attending her first
ball and we won’t discuss that previous life further.”

 


* * *

 


As the next dance was to be a waltz, Sabrina
refrained from dancing due to another odd rule amongst society.
Soon, she found herself standing alone with Mr. Parker after Ramsey
and Juliet took to the floor as the others did.

Sabrina felt slightly uncomfortable given
her cousin had asked Marius to remain by her so he could dance with
his wife. If Marius had wanted to spend time with her, wouldn’t he
have sought her out earlier? She had known he was here as soon as
she had entered, having spotted him across the room. Their eyes had
briefly met and he had nodded his head in greeting. Yet, he had not
walked over to her and Sabrina doubted they would have even spoken
if Ramsey hadn’t escorted her to them. It was unfair of Ramsey to
ask Marius to forgo the waltz on her behalf and told as much to
Marius.

“As you cannot dance this particular set
Lady Sabrina, I find I have no desire to either.”

“Why is this dance any different than the
others?” Sabrina thought he was just being polite.

Marius raised an eyebrow. “Did you not know
this is the supper dance?”

“No, I did not. Is it significant?” Clearly
not everything had been explained to her yet.

“Most certainly.” Marius answered in
seriousness. “When the music ends, all the couples will adjourn for
dinner.”

“I believe that much I understood.”

“Did you also know that the person you
happen to be dancing with or, in our case, speaking with, at the
time, is the person they will sit with during the dinner?” A smile
began to form on his lips.

“No. I had not been told that particular
detail.” Sabrina’s pulse quickened slightly.

“I can think of no one else I would rather
escort, Lady Sabrina.”

She prayed he wasn’t just being polite
because Ramsey had stuck her with him.

 


* * *

 


Following that first ball it appeared
Sabrina had been embraced by society. Ladies called on her for
friendship, or that is what she believed. Gentlemen called as well,
usually leaving flowers along with their card. Her days were filled
with visitors, shopping, or riding in the park. The nights included
dinners, balls, routs and on occasion the theater. It was rare that
Sabrina found time for herself and she could not comprehend how the
Season could be busier than this.

Only one dark cloud hung over her new found
happiness. Sabrina rarely saw Marius. He did not call on her during
the day as he had before. When she would meet him at an evening
gathering, he was polite but remote. While she found herself
surrounded by interesting and entertaining gentlemen, Marius
remained away except for the one dance they would share at each
event. Things were turning out exactly as she had been afraid they
would. Marius had only spent the time with her until she found her
footing. Now he was slowly disappearing from her life.

By the end of the three weeks, Sabrina was
finding it more and more difficult to find enjoyment in her outings
and entertainments. Her face began to ache from forced smiles and
she constantly disciplined herself to keep from looking for Marius
amongst the gatherings. Unfortunately, he was everywhere she went.
He never failed to approach her for a short time nor failed to ask
for a dance if it were appropriate for the gathering. But this was
always done towards the end of the evening, as if he had put it off
until the last moment and his addressing her was more a requirement
than a desire. Not that his attitude betrayed his intentions for he
was always courteous, charming, and a gentleman.

 


* * *

 


Marius’s irritation and frustration grew
with every evening. His biggest fear with Sabrina making an early
entrance had come true. She had almost every available gentleman
panting after her. Who could blame them? She was a beautiful woman,
intelligent, young, and innocent. Yet, she lacked the silliness
young ladies usually possessed when making their debut. He didn’t
doubt Ramsey would be receiving a number of offers for her hand in
the weeks to come. If Ramsey hadn’t already assured Marius that no
offer would be considered until they were officially into the
Season, he would not have held back. It still wasn’t easy to stay
in the background while she was courted by mostly worthy gentlemen.
Nor did he like hearing about her from the men at the various
clubs, knowing they were visiting her even during the day. Did she
even miss him?

Marius had watched closer than he probably
should, but he didn’t want to be taken by surprise if she became
overly attentive to anyone in particular. If that occurred, Marius
was ready to step in and remind her of him.

His other pursuit was eating at him as well.
After the old man had been murdered, Marius had gone to the war
office to obtain a list of anyone who would have been with Jonas
Chester around the time of his demise. The list was not very long
and Marius had been tracking each man for these past weeks hoping
one could tell him how Sabrina’s father had died. Of the ten names
listed, three had not returned from the war and five died after
returning to England and under questionable circumstances,
recently. Until the remaining two were found, Marius would not be
able to relax.

While his quest had started simply to know
how Sabrina’s father died, the situation had grown far beyond that.
Besides Jonas Chester and the man at the home, five men were dead
and Marius had a sick feeling it wasn’t all a coincidence.

 


* * *

 


Sabrina searched the ballroom and found
Marius across the room, talking with an exquisitely beautiful young
lady. Why did she do this to herself? Tearing her eyes away, she
returned her attention to the seven gentlemen surrounding her. She
couldn’t pretend tonight and she felt like the room was closing in
on her, they were closing in on her. Politely, Sabrina excused
herself and walked toward the ladies retiring room. She knew if she
didn’t escape at that moment she would surely scream.

Not even the retiring room was vacant and
Sabrina stepped back into the ballroom in search of Ramsey. She
just wanted to go home. To crawl in her bed and forget about
Marius, the young lady he was about to dance with, Christmas Eve,
his kisses.

Sabrina could hear Ramsey’s boisterous laugh
but could no longer see him and the Lord and Lady Sandlin were
dancing. The first of the suitors she escaped from approached from
across the room. She could not be surrounded by them again. Not now
anyway and she turned on her heel and marched toward the open
doors. It may not be the wisest choice, but she needed to get
away.

 


* * *



Lady Naomi had barely been holding Marius’s
attention as it was, but when Sabrina disengaged from her
following, he had only half listened to what the young woman was
saying and marked Sabrina’s progress across the room. When he saw
her moving in the direction of the retiring room, he attempted to
concentrate more fully on Lady Naomi. This lasted less than a
minute when he saw Sabrina return, far too soon by his estimation,
and walk in the direction opposite of her family and court. When he
saw her slip out the back doors, onto the terrace, he politely
excused himself and discretely followed. Irritation grew that she
would act so foolishly and he wondered if this is how Sandlin had
felt, often.

When he arrived on the terrace, no one was
about, especially Sabrina. He looked toward the grounds, straining
to see into the darkness. Certainly she wouldn’t have been so
reckless as to wander the dark, barren gardens on her own?

At one end of the terrace stood a greenhouse
with a few lights by the door. Perhaps she had gone in that
direction. It was too cold to remain out doors for long without a
cloak. Even if she had gone in there, it was still just as
dangerous as the gardens.

 


 



Chapter 12

 


 


Sabrina took a deep breath to relax and
settled on the bench among some greenery. Alone at last. The air
heavy with humidity and musty smell of fresh dirt made Sabrina long
for the country. She’d had enough of the London entertainments. All
she wanted now was peace and quiet. She would never make it through
a true London Season and considered
telling that to Ramsey and Juliet. As much as they wanted her to
have a Season, Sabrina didn’t see how she could possibly enjoy it
since the activities would be increased twofold, twice the boredom.
Sighing, she let her shoulders drop. What was wrong with her? All
ladies enjoyed the London activities, why was she so different?

“May I ask what you are doing?” Mr. Parker
leaned against the door frame.

Sabrina had been so lost in her thoughts
that she hadn’t heard the door open and jumped at the sound of his
voice. “Are you always so quiet?”

“You seem to bring that trait out in
me.”

What was he doing here?

Marius stopped just before Sabrina and stood
over her. “I had assumed Ramsey, Juliet, or at least Phoebe.” He
paused for a moment. “Though perhaps not on second thought, warned
you about leaving a ball alone, unchaperoned.”

Sabrina rolled her eyes. She was not in the
mood for a lecture and certainly not from him. “Nobody saw me.”

“Oh?” Marius raised an eyebrow. “I did so I
can assume others did as well.”

Sabrina tilted her head up to look at him.
“So you came out here to scold me like a child. Well your point has
been made and you may return. I doubt anyone else will follow
me.”

“Actually I am surprised one of the
gentlemen that are constantly surrounding you hasn’t already.”

Sabrina was surprised Marius had even
noticed. “I don’t expect any of them to risk ruining me. They all
need an heiress, which I am not.”

“They aren’t the only gentlemen in the room.
Any number of men could have followed you and some would not
consider it necessary to marry you if you were caught alone with
him.”

“Your point is taken. May I suggest you
leave before someone finds you with me?”

“I would do the honorable thing.” Marius
stated, indignantly, settling onto the bench beside her.

Sabrina offered a half smile, her heart was
torn that his offer would only come if forced. Why would he just
not go away and leave her be?

“What is wrong Sabrina?”

His voice was soft, caring, and her chest
tightened with emotion. “Why did I come out here?” She countered
instead of explaining. She wasn’t sure he would understand. She
wasn’t even sure she understood.

“Yes, why did you need to leave the
ball?”

“I had to get away from the people. It is
too much and I am tired of these entertainments.”

“Perhaps you should refrain from activities
for a few days.”

“I would love to, but I don’t think it would
be enough.”

“Do you dislike London?”

“Not London itself. Only the mindless,
purposeless entertainments.” Sabrina tried to explain.

Marius grinned. “You are bored.”

“Yes, to the point that if Lord Lindsey
tells me one more time how his horse won last year, I am sure I
will scream.”

Marius laughed beside her.

“I don’t know what I am doing here.” Sabrina
moaned in misery.

“You have entered Polite Society, which is
where you belong. Ramsey wants you to have the best of this world
to make up for the years at the academy.”

“I know all that.” Sabrina waved her hand,
exacerbated. “For Ramsey, I will continue with this. I just wish I
had a purpose.”

“I don’t understand. What type of
purpose?”

“I need a purpose. Nobody here has a purpose
except for mindless entertainment. Does anyone have any depth? I
always thought if I ever did come to London I would absorb the
culture and visit museums. This is not what I had envisioned.”

“You do have one purpose that I think
perhaps you have overlooked.” Marius offered.

Raising an eyebrow, Sabrina waited to be
enlightened.

“I am sure Ramsey would be happy to see you
married. It is one of the main purposes for an unmarried lady to be
in London.”

Sabrina groaned. “I guess that is a purpose
of a sort.”

“Then, there is also a purpose to being a
wife.”

This time Sabrina gave Marius a half smile
and rolled her eyes. “A wife has only two purposes. They are
overseeing the servants, which is not exactly a challenging effort
and producing an heir, which I can assume isn’t very challenging
either. So, tell me, what is a wife’s purpose, besides gossip and
shopping after she has reviewed the menu and before she must retire
with her husband?”

“In truth, I have never thought about the
role of a wife, but I am assuming you are probably right. You don’t
think you would enjoy a pampered life?”

Sabrina shook her head. “No. There is no
possible way I could enjoy wasting my days.”

“Perhaps a hobby.” Marius suggested.

“A hobby isn’t a purpose, it is a waste of
time, unless it benefits others. I need to do something
useful.”

Marius sat for a few minutes. “I think I
know what you need.”

Intrigued, Sabrina turned toward him. “What
would that be?”

“I think I will arrange to take you to some
museums and seek out other stimulating entertainments for you.”

Sabrina laughed. “That is not necessary. You
have done enough for me already.”

“Nonsense.” Marius interrupted her.

“No, I am serious.” Sabrina almost
whispered. “You saw to it that I was safe after leaving the academy
and reunited me with my cousin. You don’t need to worry about me
any longer. I am sure you have other matters you would rather
pursue.”

“You are wrong. I would very much enjoy
taking you to the museum.” Marius returned with sincerity.

“Why?” Sabrina needed to know.

Marius didn’t answer right way and searched
her eyes for a moment. “That is what friends do.”

“Are you my friend, Marius?”

Marius raised his hand to her cheek. “Yes,”
he whispered as he looked toward her lips. As his head started to
descend, Sabrina looked deeply into his eyes, wondering if friends
kissed and what exactly she was to Marius.

“It appears we have arrived just in time,
dear.” Lord Sandlin’s voice came from the doorway.

Startled, Sabrina and Marius pulled away
from their near embrace. Marius stood, while Sabrina busied herself
straightening her skirts, hoping to hide her embarrassment. At
least it was only Lord and Lady Sandlin. They wouldn’t force Marius
into something as permanent as an unwanted marriage.

“Were you trying to sneak away with your
wife, Taylor, or has Phoebe taken to wandering again?” Marius
asked.

“We were following you, following Sabrina.”
Lord Sandlin grinned, as if much pleased with himself, though
Sabrina had no idea why.

“You took your time getting here.”

“Actually, Phoebe tended to slow me down,
stopping and talking as she does, insisting no harm would come to
Sabrina.”

Marius turned to Phoebe and smiled. “Thank
you for your confidence, Lady Sandlin.”

Marius executed a bow to her and Lady
Sandlin. “Now, if you will excuse me. I will return and you can
escort Lady Sabrina back inside so that there is no gossip.” He was
out the door before she could respond.

Sabrina watched him leave and willed herself
not to cry. She should be grateful for his friendship because she
did have far too few real friends, yet her heart insisted on
breaking regardless.

 


* * *

 


Today was the type of day Sabrina never
thought she would long for. There were absolutely no plans to visit
with anyone and they were staying in for the evening and she vowed
to make the most of the peace.

Without a definite plan for the day, by
mid-morning Sabrina was becoming restless and found herself
wandering from room to room. Everyone had a task or a purpose.
Juliet had taken advantage of the freedom and retired with a book
to read when she wasn’t dozing. Perhaps a book would relieve her of
the restlessness as well. Sabrina turned toward the library. After
all, she had enjoyed Sense and Sensibility and wondered if
the author had written anything else.

The room was in a state of chaos. Books had
been completely removed from one wall and Helen, one of the maids,
was busy dusting the books and the shelves. “Surely more than one
maid is assigned to this task.”

“Oh no. Only I, Lady Sabrina,” Helen
answered cheerfully.

Sabrina looked around the room and noticed
additional walls of books had yet to be dusted. Closer inspection
revealed the entire room was in need of a very thorough cleaning.
When her attention returned to Helen, the maid was just climbing
onto a small stool to begin putting books away. Walking to the
maid’s side, Sabrina requested which stack the maid needed
first.

“Lady Sabrina, you shouldn’t be helping me.
It isn’t right.”

“Nonsense. You’ll have the books back on the
shelves in half the time if I hand them to you.”

Helen smiled gratefully down at Sabrina and
indicated to a stack on the floor. When Sabrina handed her the
books, she waited as they were placed on the shelf. Helen swayed
slightly and had to grab a shelf to steady herself. “Is anything
the matter?”

“It is nothing. I just tend to get dizzy
when I have to look up.”

“Does this happen often?”

“For as long as I can remember. Strange it
is.”

Sabrina looked around the room and realized
Helen would spend a good part of the cleaning looking up. The maid
was liable to fall. “You come down and hand me the books.”

“No, I couldn’t.” Helen’s hands came to her
chest and her face paled as if Sabrina had shocked her somehow.

“Yes, you can. I am quite used to working
and it would serve nobody’s purpose if you fell and injured
yourself.”

Helen looked between the shelves, the books
and the stool a few more times before she reluctantly returned to
the ground. “Thank you, my lady.”

The next two hours flew by as Sabrina and
Helen both cleaned the library. Ramsey came by only once and
Sabrina cheerfully explained the situation to him before sending
him on his way. For the first time in a long time she was actually
enjoying herself. That is all she needed all along – something to
do.

Sabrina had pulled a sturdy pedestal table
over to clean the dust away from above the windows. It was higher
than the stool she had been using and would give her better access
to the ceiling where some cobwebs had collected. Standing on
tiptoes, she set about her task as Helen hovered behind.

“Oh, do be careful, Lady Sabrina.”

“Don’t worry Helen. I’ll be fine.”

 


* * *

 


Marius stood in the doorway, unable to
believe his eyes. Didn’t Sabrina realize this part of her life was
over? Ramsey stood next to him. “Do you have any idea what she is
up to?”

“Yes.” Ramsey continued to watch his
cousin.

“Why didn’t you stop her?”

Ramsey shrugged and turned to Marius.
“Because it is the happiest she has been in some time.”

“Oh, Lady Sabrina, I do wish you would come
down from there.” Helen exclaimed as she wrung her hands
together.

The maid’s voice brought Marius’s attention
back to Sabrina. She stood on her toes and was trying to reach the
far corner of the window. As she reached, she stepped further to
the edge. Marius held his breath and began walking toward her. He
knew she was completely unaware of him and remained quiet so as not
to startle her.

He reached the pedestal table just as
Sabrina stepped too close to the edge, upsetting the balance,
causing the table to tilt to the side. With a screech, Sabrina’s
arms flayed as she toppled from the table and landed in Marius’s
arms. Startled, she looked into his eyes.

Marius couldn’t have planned this better.
The woman he longed for had just landed neatly where he would like
to keep her. He wished he could just walk out the front door and to
his own home, cradling her this way. “I think that is enough
cleaning for the day, Cinderella.” He smiled at her, not yet
willing to put her down, even though propriety demanded he did.

She grinned back up at him. A second later
she stiffened and her lips pursed for a moment. Marius couldn’t
comprehend her sudden changed mood. Had he done something wrong
already?

“What brings you here Mr. Parker?”

Marius quirked an eyebrow at the sudden
formality, but dismissed it due to the presence of the maid. “I
have business with your cousin. Luckily I happened by at the right
time.” Marius knew he should set her on her feet, but couldn’t
bring himself to do such a thing. Besides, Sabrina seemed perfectly
content.

Ramsey stepped further into the room. “Yes,
Parker. Now that Sabrina is safe, why don’t we discuss the matter
you mentioned?”

A slight blush formed on Sabrina’s
cheeks.

Marius walked to the closest chair and
deposited her into it. “Stay off tables, Sabrina. Your Season would
be quite ruined with a broken neck.” Bowing, Marius took his
leave.

 


* * *

 


Marius took a seat across from Ramsey, while
he tried to erase the feel of Sabrina in his arms.

“You said there was a situation that
concerned you?” Ramsey prompted.

Marius shook the thoughts of Sabrina from
his head and faced her cousin. “Yes.” He answered and proceeded to
tell Ramsey of his investigation and the deaths.

By the time he was finished, Ramsey was
sitting back in his chair, his fingers steepled in front of him.
“What do you make of it?”

“I am not sure, but it can’t be a
coincidence.

“No, I suppose you are right.” Ramsey
drifted off into thought for a moment and turned to look out the
window. “I don’t like this Marius. My uncle dies, yet my other
uncle offers no explanation. Then Uncle James lies to both Sabrina
and me. Now, with the deaths, they have to be related.”

“That is what has bothered me. I am not
completely convinced that you, Sabrina, and your uncle fit into
this. But, I do believe the other deaths must be linked to Jonas
Chester. Why else would the man at the home have been murdered just
two days after Sabrina asked him how her father died?”

Ramsey nodded his head.

“I’ll continue looking for the last two. I
know who they are and they should be close to London.”

“Let me know what you learn.”

As Marius was leaving, he passed the library
once again. He was too close and couldn’t ignore the fact that she
was there. Stepping into the room, he found Sabrina standing on a
stool while the maid handed books up to her. What had Ramsey meant
that it was the happiest she had been in weeks? Could he hope she
missed him as much as he missed her?

Though he knew he should continue on out of
the house, and stick with his plan to allow her to be courted and
admired without his constant presence, Marius couldn’t bring
himself to do so. Soon he found himself standing directly beside
her as she placed the last book on the shelf. Today she looked more
like the woman he had first met with smudges of dirt on her hands
and dust on her work gown. Far different from the elegant lady who
appeared in society, but just as desirable.

 


 



Chapter 13

 


 


After putting the last book on the shelf,
Sabrina dusted her hands together to erase any remaining dirt. The
library had now been cleaned thoroughly and she felt a sense of
accomplishment that had been lacking since she had left the
academy. Perhaps she should involve herself in household duties
more often. It would certainly keep the boredom at bay.

Turning around to survey the room she
spotted Marius standing at her side. He had to be the quietest man
on earth. Sabrina stepped down from the stool. “Is your meeting
finished with my cousin?” Sabrina asked with reserved
politeness.

Marius quirked his lips. “Yes, we just
finished.”

She folded her hands before her. “I hope the
meeting was productive.”

“Why the formality, Sabrina?”

Her brows knitted together as she studied
him. After he had caught her earlier, Sabrina had decided that the
best way to deal with her own feelings was to keep him at a
distance, and treat him no differently than any other gentleman. “I
simply felt it more appropriate, now that we are in London.”

“Perhaps, when we are in society. Here, we
are virtually alone and I have given you leave to use my name.”

“Very well, Marius, I shall do as you
wish.”

He studied her, looking into her eyes, as if
he wasn’t quite sure of her. “Would you care to walk in the
park?”

Panic rose within her. She couldn’t spend
time with him and fight her feelings at the same time. Nor could
she be his friend. That was not where her heart lay. “I couldn’t
leave this house dressed as I am, though I thank you for the kind
offer.”

“I would be happy to wait while you change.”
Marius grinned at her, an odd glint in his eye as if daring her to
come up with another excuse.

“I couldn’t impose on you. It would take
much more than a few minutes to wash the dust away and change my
gown.” Why was he being so persistent? If he was thinking to fill
an empty day in case she lacked entertainment it certainly was not
necessary. Perhaps he was acting this way because he had seen her
so vulnerable the night before. After all, he did say he was a
friend. That bothered her most. If he had any clue to how she felt
he would run for the door. As much as she liked being within him,
she wanted to avoid humiliation that much more.

“I find myself entirely free this afternoon,
Sabrina, so take your time. I’ll be happy to wait.” Marius’s smile
widened and his eyes glinted with mischief as if he knew she was
making excuses. Well, Sabrina wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of
thinking he was right. He couldn’t begin to guess why she wanted to
suddenly avoid him.

“Then I’ll try to be quick.”

In her room Sabrina scrubbed quickly and
allowed the maid to repair her hair. When it came time to dress,
she faced another dilemma. She could wear the walking gown that was
most flattering, a pale blue that the seamstress insisted
complimented her eyes, hoping he would take notice. Or, she could
wear the most modest and dull gown of sage, proving that she didn’t
care what he thought. In the end she settled for dull. The
situation was bad enough and how much more could her heart take if
she wore the flattering gown and he failed to acknowledge her as an
available woman.

When she finally descended downstairs Marius
stood in the foyer, waiting. “Do you not have a chaperone?”

The thought had never occurred to her. This
was Marius and he was the last person she would ever think to try
and take advantage. “I didn’t think we needed one.”

“Do you always accompany gentlemen outside
the house without a chaperone?”

“Of course not. They are different. They are
courting me.”

Marius raised an eyebrow at her. “I
appreciate your faith in me, Sabrina. However, we will be walking
in the park where a number of people could see us. What would they
think if you didn’t have a maid trailing along behind us?”

Her face heated with embarrassment. Of
course he was right. She just hadn’t considered how it would look.
Turning to the footman, she had him summon her maid.

 


* * *

 


They walked without any conversation between
them because they were constantly greeting acquaintances. Marius
steered her further into the park until they came to the
Serpentine. Her simple comment that the other gentlemen were
courting her meant she did not realize he was. An error on his
part. While he hadn’t wanted to be obvious at first, he still
wanted her to know he had some interest.

Turning, he studied her profile. He would
like to chisel away at the polite wall she had erected but first he
needed to find out why. “I couldn’t help notice all the gentlemen
that are constantly at your side.”

“They are all charming, I suppose.”

“Are you taken with any of them?” He asked
with slow contemplation, hoping he hid the edge and concern in his
voice.”

“I hold no deep or lasting interest in any
of them, if that is what you are asking.”

Inwardly Marius sighed with relief and
quickly turned the topic of conversation to the people she had met
and their perceptions. By the time he was escorting her from the
park her formal attitude had disappeared and they were both
laughing. Marius enjoyed seeing her dimpled simile again and wished
he hadn’t insisted on the maid. If they had been alone, he knew he
would have been able to find a private place where they could share
another kiss.

 


* * *

 


Marius finally located one of the two
remaining men who had been in close vicinity to Jonas Chester at
the time of his death. Or, he actually found Marius. Prior to the
war, Timothy Shields had been fairly wealthy and owned a nice piece
of land. Rumor had it that Shields had since let the place fall to
ruin, surprising those who were acquainted with him. Now, he lived
along the docks and Marius was told to look for him in the back
corner of this pub. The years since the man’s return had not been
good to him and he looked much older than his five and twenty
years.

After taking a seat across from Shields,
Marius ordered them each a pint of ale. The young barmaid exposed
her assets as she set the tankers on the table, practically
brushing Marius face with her breasts. Lovely though they were,
Marius could raise no interest in what was being offered. Strange,
since it had been months since he had been intimate with a woman.
Stranger yet was that a smile from Sabrina brought his entire being
practically to attention. Any doubts about marrying her in the past
were now at rest. These last few weeks in London had proved beyond
a doubt they belonged together. They suited each other perfectly.
No woman had ever interested him to the point that he would not be
satisfied until he had her. He just never expected that he would
cease to be aroused by other women.

He shook his mind from the current train of
thought to focus on his purpose at hand. Besides, he didn’t want to
examine the reasons why Sabrina was the only woman who interested
him in the most basic sense.

“Why did you want to talk to me, Parker?”
Shields finally asked.

Marius was surprised the man actually
remembered him. It had been years since they had seen each other.
“I need some information.”

Timothy Shields was quiet and studying him
for so long that Marius wondered if he was going to get any
answers. Shields had emptied half the pint before he finally spoke
up. “What do you want to know?”

Marius relaxed, sighing inwardly.
“Originally, my quest began to find out how Jonas Chester died on
the continent.”

“That has changed?” Shields raised his
eyebrows with the question, studying Marius.

“After obtaining a list of men who were with
Chester from the war department, I started seeking them out. You
are the first I have found who is still alive. I find the
coincidence a bit unsettling.”

Shields shrugged. “These things happen. How
many did you track down?”

“Of the eight who actually returned, six are
dead that I know of. They all died under questionable
circumstances.

“You think they were murdered?”

“Yes.”

“Perhaps I should leave the country then.”
Shields pondered.

“May not be such a bad idea. But, first I
need to know how Jonas Chester died.”

Shields studied him a few moments longer.
“Tell me why you are so interested and buy me another pint.”

Marius summoned the friendly barmaid and
after she placed another tankard before Shields, Marius told the
man almost everything that had led him to the pub today.

“Jonas used to talk about his little girl. I
had no idea at the time his little girl was sixteen.”

“Fathers have a tendency not to acknowledge
their daughters becoming women.”

“She was all he really had.” Shields offered
sadly after a short pause.

“So,” Marius prompted him, “Are you going to
tell me what I need to know?”

“I’ll tell you what I know. After I do, I
will disappear again and you are not to seek me out.”

“I’ll try.” Marius answered.

Shields smiled for the first time. “There
are a few things I remember clearly about you Parker. You will
promise to tell no one where you found me and promise not to seek
me out again. If you need assistance, I’ll know.”

“Very well. I promise not to try to find you
or tell anyone where you last were.”

“Jonas Chester was murdered.”

Marius was stunned, though he shouldn’t have
been. Up to this moment he had hoped there were just some strange
coincidences occurring that had nothing to do with the others.
“How?”

“A knife in his throat as he slept.”

“Who?”

“A Dane was able to sneak past the
guards.”

“Then you were able to catch him?”

“A few of us, some of the names you
mentioned earlier, tracked him down. Suffice it to say we convinced
him to tell us why he murdered Chester.”

“Go on.” Finally everything was coming
together though he wasn’t particularly pleased with having to tell
Sabrina the truth.

“Apparently, his own brother is responsible.
It seems James was heavily in debt and his father had bequeathed
absolutely nothing to him.”

“The Dane told you all this?” Marius was
surprised the assassin would have so much information.

“No. We only got the name of the man who
paid him. I have been investigating and traced the original threat
back to James Chester and the reasons why since my return. As the
others began to be murdered, I decided to go into hiding until
justice could be done.”

“Some of these men have been killed
recently. Lord Chesterfield has been on the continent for
months.”

“He has a few men who take care of his
messes. I’m sure they are looking for me now. Nobody was in danger
until his daughter entered society.”

Marius could well understand why Shields
went into hiding and why it had been difficult to find him in the
first place. “How long have you known I was looking for you?”

“Since you discovered the second murder. I
have had people watching and wanted to see what you were about
before I alerted you to my whereabouts.”

Marius certainly couldn’t begrudge him that.
He would do the same if he were being hunted. “So you think James
Chester had his brother murdered so he could get his hands on the
family wealth. I’m sure obtaining the title didn’t hurt
either.”

Shields looked grim. “There is more. The
treachery of the man astounds me, even after living down here.”

The door of the pub opened and momentarily
the room was flooded with daylight. Marius glanced behind him for
only a second but when he turned around, Shields was gone. Muffling
a curse, Marius threw a few coins on the table and stood to leave.
Why had he promised not to look for him again? What more could
there be? Marius lifted his own tankard and drained it. As he set
it back down, he noticed the one Shields had been drinking from was
gone. In fact, there was absolutely no sign that Marius had been
sharing the table with anyone. No wonder Shields has managed to
stay alive.

The following day, Marius reported his
findings to Ramsey. There were still too many unanswered questions.
Additionally, Marius couldn’t help but worry that Sabrina was in
danger as well. The uncertainty of how she played into Lord
Chesterfield’s plan convinced Marius to move his own plans along.
Sabrina had all the time she was going to have being courted by
others. Now, she needed to be protected. His formal courtship would
begin tonight.

 


 



Chapter 14

 


 


Sabrina simply assumed Marius would be
leaving this particular gathering early. Never, in all these weeks,
had he addressed her so early in the evening. Tonight they had both
been invited to an intimate dinner of forty with various games to
follow. As he approached, Sabrina scanned the room and mentally
determined the rank of each guest, trying to figure out who would
be her escort. Half of the guests were of similar rank. How did a
hostess determine who was to be placed with whom in situations such
as these?

“You look lovely as usual this evening, Lady
Sabrina.” Marius bowed before her.

“Thank you, Mr. Parker.” Sabrina was at a
loss from this point on. Usually after such a greeting he would
lead her onto the dance floor. Since that first ball she had not
had to make polite conversation with him in public. Why did the
task suddenly seem so nerve racking and why were her palms
sweating. Thank goodness for gloves. Now she was beginning to
understand their necessity. Did anyone’s palms ever sweat so much
the gloves became drenched. Would she be the first?

Beside her stood Lady Rose, who wasn’t at
the same loss for words and quickly engaged Marius in entertaining
conversation. Sabrina only half listened, if that, and if asked,
would be unable to repeat the topics of conversation. With anyone
else, she could carry on a coherent conversation as Lady Rose
appeared to be doing and given their very short history, Marius was
the last person who should cause her to be nervous. Yet, he was the
only one who did and he seemed delightfully interested in whatever
gibberish Lady Rose was spouting. If that is what he found
attractive then they were welcome to each other.

Sabrina couldn’t imagine what was getting
into her or why she felt so mean-spirited toward the young woman.
She was one of the few ladies Sabrina genuinely liked. It was no
wonder Marius was taken with her. In truth, Lady Rose wasn’t silly
either. Actually she was very intelligent and Sabrina hadn’t heard
one word of gibberish from the lady’s mouth. At least, not the
parts she actually listened to.

Additionally, she was beautiful, charming,
wealthy, and her father was titled. No wonder Marius had been quick
to turn his attention to Lady Rose when Sabrina couldn’t manage to
form any words on her own. She really had to get a hold of herself,
not liking her nasty, jealous reaction.

Their hostess approached and on her arm was
Honorable Kinnsey. Sabrina inwardly sighed with relief, assuming he
would be her escort. The man was handsome and charming. Sabrina
knew a number of ladies in the room wouldn’t mind being his
partner. Besides, he didn’t make her nervous and uncomfortable like
Marius. She needed to analyze this new and uncharacteristic
development later.

Rumors had been whispered that the Honorable
Kinnsey would be seeking a wife this season and Sabrina believed
that whoever the lady was, she would consider herself fortunate. If
she hadn’t met Mr. Parker, perhaps she would have wanted to fill
the role herself. But no, it seemed he had spoiled her for any
other gentlemen. It just wasn’t fair.

As the hostess introduced Lord Kinnsey to
Lady Rose, it was clear he was to be the other lady’s escort. No
bother, there were a number of other gentlemen she wouldn’t mind
sitting next to. Sabrina was scanning the room when Marius tapped
her on the arm, then offering his own. Sabrina looked up at him
confused.

A smile tugged at Marius’s lips. “Didn’t
Lady Benedict inform you that I am your dinner partner?”

Sabrina was positive her stomach flipped
over and stammered. “No. No she didn’t.”

“I hope you aren’t terribly
disappointed.”

Willing herself to gain control of her
emotions, Sabrina smiled up at him. “Of course not, Mr. Parker.”
How was she going to make it through dinner? Her appetite was long
forgotten and Sabrina could actually feel her throat closing.
Taking his arm, Sabrina allowed Marius to lead her into the dining
room and assist her into a chair. The entire time Sabrina silently
lectured herself on the stupidity of her emotions. It wasn’t as if
they hadn’t already shared a number of meals together. What had
changed?

Somehow Sabrina managed to eat most of what
was placed before her, not that she recalled doing so. On one side
of her Lord Kinnsey was regaling them with racing stories. On her
other side Marius offered comments or observations, often leaning
just a little too close to Sabrina as he talked to Kinnsey. As
dessert was being served, a footman leaned over to whisper to their
hostess. Raising her eyes, the hostess captured Marius’s attention
and she smiled almost apologetically. Sabrina watched the exchange
somewhat confused. Her confusion only deepened when Marius stood
and excused himself before walking through a door that obviously
led to the kitchen. Looking around the table, Sabrina noted that
none of the other guests thought this odd and tried to hide her own
bewilderment.

“I wonder what particular dish the cook
wants his opinion on. They were all delicious,” Lord Kinnsey
captured Sabrina’s attention.

“Pardon?” What was the man talking
about?

“Why dinner, of course. It appears the cook
is interested in Parker’s opinion or suggestion perhaps.”

Sabrina couldn’t keep the bewildered look
off her face, nor could she begin to summon a comment from her
confused brain.

Luckily Lord Kinnsey took pity on her.
“Parker is known to be an expert of cuisine.”

Slowly Sabrina shook her head in agreement,
though this was news to her.

“It is rumored that his favorite hobby is
cooking and he has a flair for knowing exactly which ingredients
enhance particular flavors. Cooks are beside themselves when they
learn he is to be a dinner guest and anxiously await his opinion.
If he hadn’t been born into gentry, no doubt Parker would be a
renowned chef.”

“Mr. Parker does this often?” Sabrina could
not get over the shock, or the mental picture of Marius
cooking.

“It has occurred at every dinner and
luncheon that we were both guests.”

While the guests were finishing their
dessert, Marius returned to them smiling as he took his seat.

Sabrina watched him curiously. “Is all
well?”

“Yes.” He smiled at her.

 


* * *

 


“So Parker, have you learned anything new?”
Ramsey settled into the chair behind his desk.

“No, and that is not the reason I asked to
see you.” Marius was surprised at his slight nervousness.

“Oh?” Ramsey asked with an eyebrow raising
in question.

“I would like your permission to court
Sabrina.”

Ramsey’s lips quirked. “I believe Sabrina is
the one you should ask.”

Marius eyed him, realizing Ramsey was
enjoying his discomfort. “Yet, her father did name you guardian. As
such, I thought it best to follow the rules and seek your
permission first.”

Ramsey studied him. “Why the sudden
interest?”

“It is not sudden. In truth, I had already
decided that I wanted Sabrina as my wife before Christmas.”

“Then why wait so long to declare
yourself?”

Marius stated his reason in a well rehearsed
speech.

“The season hasn’t started yet. Why change
your plan now?”

Because I want her now and am not sure I
can remain honorable if I have to wait. “I’m concerned with the
murders and the possibility Sabrina could be involved in this
somehow.”

“Then you wish to protect her?”

“Of course. I don’t doubt your ability to
keep her safe, but you also have your own wife to care for as
well.”

“Does Sabrina know of your intentions?”

“I’m not sure, though I don’t believe
so.”

Standing, Ramsey offered his hand. “The
decision is still Sabrina’s but you have my blessing.”

“Thank you.” Marius shook his friend’s
hand.

As Marius began to leave the room, Ramsey
called after him. “She is in the library if you are
interested.”

Marius stood at the door watching Sabrina.
He had never met anyone who became so absorbed in what they were
doing that the rest of the world melted away. Perhaps this was why
she was able to remain so cheerful at the academy.

He slowly walked into the room, waiting for
her to notice him. She didn’t and continued reading while she
delicately nibbled on a chocolate as if she were savoring each
bite. She had the same look that night at the inn when she sipped
the wine. So, now he knew two of her likes. Not much, but it was
something to work with. Coming to stand beside her, he looked over
her shoulder to see what she was reading. A smile came to his lips.
Romance. What else would Cinderella enjoy after all?

 


* * *

 


Feeling a presence, Sabrina glanced up,
surprised to find Marius standing so close and startled in her
seat. “Do you make it a habit of sneaking up on everyone or do you
only save this particular talent for me?”

Grinning, Marius took a seat across from
her. “You made such a pretty picture sitting there, absorbed in
your book and the chocolates.” He gestured to the box on the table.
“I hated to disturb you. I couldn’t resist finding out what kept
you so captivated.”

Propriety demanded she no longer remain
curled in the chair but she could think of no way of righting
herself without revealing a good portion of her legs. Not that he
hadn’t already seen both of her legs, but those were dire
circumstances. Modesty was a minor concern when one was about to
crash through a roof, unlike now, sitting safely in a library. “It
is simply a book, nothing all that interesting.” She refused to
admit she was captivated with a romance of all things. He would
think her silly and simple if he knew the truth of her tastes in
reading material.

“Ah, not just any book. It is a romance.
Tell me Sabrina, are you a romantic at heart?”

Sabrina dismissed him with her hand while
she fought the urge to fan her heated face. “Don’t be
ridiculous.”

“I see you like chocolates as well.”

She grew warmer with embarrassment. How
frivolous she must appear to him and turned the topic away from
herself. “Is it true that you enjoy being in a kitchen and cooks
across London seek your approval and suggestions?”

“It is true. I enjoy cooking.”

Sabrina smiled at his discomfort. “That is a
bit unusual isn’t it, given your place in society?”

Marius simply shrugged his shoulders. “My
parents were gone when I was a boy and I was often in the kitchen,
where there was companionship since I was several years younger
than my brother. One day our cook told me that if I was going to be
hanging about then I should be useful. Thus I learned to cook.”

“How old were you?”

“That was right after my seventh birthday I
believe.”

Though she kept her smile in place, Sabrina
couldn’t imagine how lonely he must have been as a child if he had
to seek out companionship in the staff.

Marius must have noted the sadness in her
eyes. “You misunderstood. Truthfully, I preferred being in the
kitchen. Even when my family was in residence I could be found
there. It became the first place my mother looked when she wanted
me.” A smile spread across his face. “I taught her how to make
bread.”

“That is why you didn’t dismiss my presence
simply because I was a servant.”

“We are all people with feelings and dreams,
despite our station in life,” Marius said with such complete
sincerity and seriousness that Sabrina was taken aback.

“The difference is,” Marius continued, “the
privileged tend to treat everyone with disdain while the servant
station tends to be more understanding and accepting of the
failings of us mere humans. In whole, servants make better
friends.”

That hadn’t been her experience. Though the
servants at the academy seemed close, she hadn’t been included.
Clearly, their experiences had been different.

“So tell me, what is your favorite meal,
Sabrina?”

Startled by the question, Sabrina took a
moment to answer. “I don’t believe I have any particular
favorite.”

“Then food perhaps. What do you enjoy
besides chocolate and wine?”

Sabrina thought about the foods she enjoyed
and smiled that he would remember the wine. “Raspberries and
strawberries.”

“Go on.” Marius prompted with a smile.
“Though delicious, it isn’t much of a meal.”

“Cheese, I love cheeses.”

“What of beef or pork or chicken?”

“Chicken I suppose, though I don’t eat all
that much meat.” She couldn’t understand why he was asking except
her eating and his cooking gave them something in common she
supposed. “I do like warm bread, fresh from the oven with raspberry
preserves.”

“Back to raspberries again.” Marius offered
with a grin.

“My favorite. There is a patch behind the
academy where they grew wild. Nobody knew they were there and I use
to sneak off and eat my fill.”

Marius laughed before he stood. Taking her
hand, he bowed, kissed the back. “It was a pleasure seeing you
again, Sabrina.”

Sabrina stared after him. That was one of
the oddest conversations she had ever experienced with a gentleman.
Well, at least he didn’t make her palms sweat here.

 


 



Chapter 15

 


Sabrina pulled the curtains back to look out
into the street. Rain streamed down the glass and the outside had a
depressing grey hue to it. With a sigh she let the curtain drop
back into place and turned to face the empty room. The restlessness
was eating at her. She wanted, no needed, something to do. Some
form of activity. She had been fine until Marius visited yesterday.
After he had gone she had been unable to concentrate on the book.
In fact, he completely unnerved her and she was trying to determine
exactly what she was to him.

Sabrina strolled to the settee and
straightened the pillows, not that they really needed to be
straightened, she just needed something to do, anything. Her mind
was occupied enough already, what she needed was to be physically
occupied as well. She turned and inspected the room hoping to find
a stray cobweb that had been missed but the room was in perfect
order.

With a sigh she sank down into the stuffed
green chair next to the fireplace and stuck her feet toward the
flame in order to warm herself. The dampness from outside left a
permanent chill in the air. Slouching back against the upholstery
she wondered at her future. She was convinced there was none with
Marius, and even though others paled in comparison, she was still
determined to move past these feelings and seek a better companion
for the future. But who?

Sabrina straightened and pulled her feet
back. She was attending the Thornton’s ball this evening. What
better place to find a proper gentleman. In this venue she would be
able to give her gentlemen callers more consideration. Perhaps even
become acquainted with other gentlemen and completely block Marius
from her mind.

With new determination, Sabrina turned
toward the foyer in search of something to occupy her restlessness.
She would comb the entire house if she had to. Not everything could
be in such perfect order.

The footman was just closing the front door
and turned to place a package on the table just inside the door.
Since she had made her debut, gifts had arrived on a regular basis.
Usually they were flowers or a handkerchief. Taking the package she
wandered back into the parlor, wondering what it was and who had
sent it.

A gasp escaped as she unwrapped the book.
Opening the cover she gasped again as she read the inscription.

 


“Everyone needs a little
romance.”

Marius

 


The gift puzzled her. Clearly this was a
romantic story, but what had prompted him to buy it for her? Did
the inscription mean that he knew how she felt and was subtly
reminding her that the only romantic gesture he was willing to
offer was through her reading material? Sabrina was horrified at
the thought. It was the only explanation she could come up with so
she renewed her vow to put him from her mind and seek love
somewhere else.

 


* * *

 


Once again Marius was looking forward to a
ball. If anyone would have told him six months ago that this was
his future, he would have confidently wagered against it. The truth
was, he couldn’t wait to see Sabrina and find out if she liked his
gift. He had never courted a woman before, yet giving gifts she
would enjoy certainly figured in, didn’t it? Another difference
tonight was that he had given his valet free reign to bring
Marius’s appearance up to snuff. Previously Marius had only cared
if he was presentable. Tonight was different and he wanted Sabrina
to notice him.

Sabrina had barely arrived before he was at
her side requesting her dance card. Hesitantly she handed it to
him. He marked two dances, one being the supper dance, and he bit
back a triumphant smile. When finished, he bowed, smiled, and
walked not five feet away to resume his stance.

“Cinderella seems to have gained quite a
following,” Chambers observed.

Marius briefly glanced in her direction. Six
gentlemen surrounded her. None were worthy of her. Marius knew
without a doubt that he wanted Sabrina as his wife. At one point he
would have thought her agreeable. Except now he wasn’t so sure. She
had changed since coming to London and was more reserved. Perhaps
he should remind her how things could be. After all, it had been a
number of weeks since Christmas Eve.

“Why the frown, Marius? I would think her
success would be pleasing,” Phoebe asked with a secretive smile.
What was going on in her mind? It was probably safest not to
contemplate the possibilities.

He looked back over at Sabrina. “I don’t
believe any of those gentlemen are right for her.” Sabrina looked
at him and raised an eyebrow in question. He really shouldn’t stare
at her all night, especially since he was not one of the gentlemen
attached to her court. He inclined his head and returned his
attention to his friends.

“Is that so?” Taylor looked past Marius’
shoulder to where Sabrina stood with her admirers. “Is there
someone else you think would be better?”

“Perhaps.” The conversation was becoming too
personal.

Leaning towards her husband, Phoebe
whispered, though loudly enough for almost everyone to hear, “I
believe Marius thinks he is the right one.”

Marius met her eyes, ready to deny but
couldn’t bring himself to lie. Instead, he said nothing and turned
to Felding to ask about the horses he just purchased, ignoring
Phoebe and Taylor’s quiet laughter.

 


* * *

 


Marius was barely awake when the summons
arrived. Apparently the solicitor needed to meet with Ramsey and
they thought he should be there as well. He hoped it was news that
could bring an end to the situation, Marius dressed quickly and
made his way to the Chester household. The gentlemen were waiting
for him in Ramsey’s office when Marius arrived.

“What news do you have, Mr. Jacobs?” Marius
asked as he took a seat.

“Not news Mr. Parker, but a document I had
forgotten about. In fact, it had been misfiled and I came across it
by chance.” The solicitor ‘s cheeks darkened with a light hue.

“What type of document?” Ramsey sat
forward.

As he retrieved it from his case, the
solicitor explained. “It is another affidavit Lord Chesterfield
gave to me. This one was signed by Lady Sabrina. As you did not
actually sign yours.” He indicated to Ramsey, “I wonder if Lady
Sabrina knew of this one.”

Ramsey studied the document before handing
it to Marius. “I don’t understand. How can she give up rights to
anything?”

“Apparently, this piece of property was
brought to the family through Lady Sabrina’s mother.”

“So it isn’t tied up with the estate,”
Ramsey clarified.

“It is also the only Chester property that
brings a large income,” Marius stated after he had digested the
affidavit.

“Precisely,” The solicitor agreed.

“Given what we know I think it is safe to
assume Sabrina knows nothing of this.”

“Is there a way to fight this?” Marius
asked.

“It isn’t necessary.” Mr. Jacobs stated to
their surprise. “The affidavit is not legal, which I explained to
Lord Chesterfield at the time. Just as she doesn’t receive the
property until she marries. She can’t give it away either. It is
only intended to be lumped with the Chesterfield lands
temporarily.”

“Tell me, what is the yearly income from
that estate?” Ramsey asked.

Marius didn’t really care. He was just glad
Sabrina had something of her own. Not that she would need it since
he intended to take care of her.

“Approximately twenty-five thousand pounds
per year. That is from the land, mines, and rent alone. Nobody
lives in the house, nor have they for some years. All the work is
done by tenant farmers who manage well on their own. It is quite a
productive area.”

“So, Sabrina is an heiress after all.”
Ramsey acknowledged out loud.

“Not precisely. Yes, the land and all that
goes with it is hers. Should she marry, her husband of course would
manage everything. However, it is entailed and must be left to a
daughter. It can only be left to a son if no daughters are born. If
there are no children, then the estate is absorbed into the
Chesterfield holdings at her death, even if she is married.”

“Isn’t it a bit odd that property should
pass to a daughter since ladies are not allowed to own any
property?” Ramsey questioned.

“That is why you would still have control,
Chester, in the event she remained unwed. It is the way of the
Powers Legacy.” The solicitor explained as he put the documents
away. “As Lady Sabrina will reach her majority in a month, she will
have the power to name you as its guardian and be able to remove
Lord Chesterfield from it’s control. However, that is the only
decision she has with regard to the property until she weds.”

The statement brought Marius up short. He
had been about to question the Powers Legacy until they realized
the possible danger Sabrina could now face.

After the solicitor left, Marius faced
Ramsey behind closed doors once again. “Are your concerns the same
as mine?”

“My uncle had already killed. Apparently the
family estates do not bring in much income while Sabrina’s is
enough to keep it’s owner wealthy,” Ramsey agreed. “I suppose we
can count on Lord Chesterfield returning from the continent
soon.”

“All the more reason I marry Sabrina before
then.”

 


* * *

 


Sabrina had been sorting linens when Parker
was announced that afternoon. Though the chore hadn’t been enough
to use up her energy, at least it gave her something to do. Closing
the cabinet doors, she wondered why he was calling again so
soon.

Straightening her spine and ignoring the
flutters in her stomach, Sabrina walked into the morning room to
greet her guest. “Good afternoon, Mr. Parker. To what do I owe this
unexpected visit?”

“I had thought to take you on a picnic,
Sabrina.”

Raising an eyebrow she looked at him as if
he were mad. “It is raining.”

Marius bestowed a smile on her. “Yes. I
know. That is why I brought the picnic here.” He stood aside and
indicated to the blanket spread on the floor before the fire.

Sabrina gasped in surprise and walked
further into the room. “Why?” Not realizing she had uttered her
thoughts out loud.

“Because I enjoy your company.” Marius
offered with a warm smile as he held his hand out to her.

Hesitantly she reached for him and ignored
the tingling at their contact as she allowed him to seat her on the
blanket.

First he poured their wine before opening
the basket. “It will be an odd lunch, but you didn’t give me much
to work with.”

“I don’t understand.”

His only response was a chuckle. First he
withdrew a roasted chicken, then a loaf of warm bread. After
cutting off pieces of each he placed them on her plate. He then
spread raspberry jam on her slice of bread.

Slowly Sabrina recalled the conversation
surrounding food. It hadn’t been an innocent conversation from his
point at all. Could she have been mistaken with regard to his
intentions? No. She must not get her hopes up, she silently
chastised herself.

Marius kept their conversation to light
topics and Sabrina entertained. The afternoon melted away as she
basked in the warmth of his company. She should be grateful to have
a friend such as Marius. Who else would bring a picnic into her
home on such a dreary day? Certainly none of the gentlemen courting
her.

Her enthusiasm dropped at the thought. These
are the actions of a friend, not someone wishing to engage the
affections of another.

He took her empty plate and offered a wicked
smile. Sabrina was afraid to guess what he was planning now.

“Now, for dessert.”

She sat back in anticipation. So far
everything had been delicious. The first bowl revealed raspberries.
The second, chocolate covered strawberries. She closed her eyes and
inhaled the sweet, fresh scent of the raspberries mingled with the
rich smell of dark chocolate. Her mouth watered wanting a taste.
“Where did you find these at this time of year?”

Marius offered her a strawberry. “I have
secret sources which I cannot reveal.”

Sabrina savored every bite and occasionally
moaned at the taste, licking her lips after she had swallowed. She
knew it was unladylike to behave this way but it wasn’t as if he
were courting her, which she already established, so why shouldn’t
she be herself around her good friend.

 


* * *

 


Marius wondered what look she’d wear when he
pleasured her in other ways. His thoughts and her tongue sliding
across her lips had Marius shifting for a more comfortable
position.

When the fruit had disappeared, he returned
the bowls to the basket and withdrew a box. “This is for later.
Think of me when you enjoy them.”

Sabrina looked at him strangely as she took
the box. Untying the ribbon she lifted the lid. It was filled with
chocolates. Bending close, she inhaled their aroma. “Thank
you.”

“I’m glad you enjoyed the meal,” Marius said
with sincerity. He was beyond pleased that he could bring her so
much enjoyment and confident none of the other gentlemen thought to
court her in this manner.

“Everything was delicious,” Sabrina
complimented and sipped her wine.

“Thank you, it was simple enough. Though
I’ll admit this was the first time I have ever made
chocolates.”

Her eyes flew wide. “You made
everything?”

“Yes. I certainly wouldn’t have chanced this
meal to even my own cook.”

A small, pleasant smile came to her lips.
“Thank you, for everything. This has been a very pleasant
afternoon.”

“Now that you are pleasantly full, there is
something I need to discuss with you.”

The smile disappeared and Sabrina stiffened.
Perhaps he should have worked this into the conversation instead of
bringing what apparently was an abrupt end to the pleasantness of
the afternoon. He shook off the thought. Eventually it wouldn’t
matter. In the end she would agree to be his wife, or at least he
hoped so. It was really the only option at this juncture and what
was best for her.

“I have been looking into your fathers’
death.” Marius began and continued to tell her everything he
learned, including the affidavit she had supposedly signed. By the
time he had finished, Sabrina was pale and shaky. Marius refilled
her glass and encouraged her to drink.

“I am concerned for your safety, Sabrina,”
Marius stated matter-of-factly after she had seemed to calm
some.

“Do you think Uncle James would try to kill
me as well?”

“I would like to say no, but it probably all
depends on the choices you make after your birthday.”

Sabrina bit her bottom lip and stared into
the fire. “If I name Ramsey has the controller of the
property...”

“Your uncle will not be pleased,” Marius
finished for her.

“I can’t, in good conscious allow my uncle
to remain in control,” Sabrina argued. “Yet I want no one in
danger.”

Marius knew this would be a difficult
decision because she wouldn’t want anyone harmed, which gave him
the perfect opening. “I would like to make a suggestion.”

Sabrina looked up at him hopefully.

“Marry me.” Marius heart stilled and waited
for her positive response.

Sabrina stared at him. Her brow knit in
concentration and her mouth hung open in surprise and there was not
one sign of happiness on her face. Could he have miscalculated this
much?

“Pardon?”

Marius wasn’t sure what he was expecting
from his question, but the stunned look had not been it. “I asked
you to marry me.”

She tilted her head as if she didn’t quite
understand. “Why?”

Marius’s heart sank. By now he hoped her
arms would be around him and their lips engaged in activities other
than talking. She had no idea of his interest or the plans for
their future. Did she not realize he was a suitor? Clearly he would
have to address this carefully and leave any admissions of emotions
from the conversation. He ignored the tightening in his gut at the
fear that she did not want him as a suitor, which equated into not
wanting him as a husband. “It is the safest alternative. I’ll be
able to protect you and Ramsey will be safe because he won’t be the
one between you and Lord Chesterfield.”

“So, you propose marriage to keep me safe?”
She asked slowly.

“Yes. What do you say?” Marius waited,
scarcely breathing. He knew proposals should be more eloquent, but
he did not know how to read her just now and that alone dictated
that he should proceed with caution.

Sabrina stared at Marius for a moment.
“Thank you, but no.”

Marius couldn’t believe he had heard her
correctly. “Why?”

“I appreciate your noble gesture but, it is
not a sufficient nor reasonable reason to wed. I’ll find another
way to deal with my uncle.” Sabrina came to her feet.

Marius still could not believe she had told
him no and stood as well. “Perhaps we should discuss the advantages
before you make a decision.” He hoped he didn’t sound as desperate
as he felt.

A sad smile came to her face. “There is
nothing to discuss. Please excuse me.” She was out of the room
before Marius could offer the slightest of protests. Numbly, Marius
packed the remains in a basket, determined to take his leave. What
had gone wrong? Had he misjudged the situation so poorly? Though he
didn’t expect her to love him, he thought she at least cared for
him and enjoyed his company. Was there a chance that she didn’t
care for him at all? No, he wouldn’t accept the possibility. As it
had been some weeks since they stood below the mistletoe, perhaps
Sabrina needed some reminding of what they could enjoy
together.

Smiling with a new plan forming, Marius let
himself from the house.

 


* * *

 


Sabrina made it to the privacy of her
chamber before anyone saw her. She wasn’t sure she could keep the
tears inside until she was alone and it wasn’t something she wanted
to discuss with anyone. Oh, she knew people married for less
emotional reasons, such as the joining of two families, but that is
not how she envisioned her future. If she were going to marry she
was going to have a marriage like her parents, before her mother
died. Happy.

Once the door closed behind her she sank
into a chair and faced some realizations. She was in love with
Marius Parker, and probably had been for sometime. He, on the other
hand, did not return any feelings or he would certainly have
mentioned some emotion with the proposal. He was simply a gallant
gentleman who now felt some responsibility for her since he picked
her up by the side of the road. While the gesture was noble and
very much appreciated, she refused to allow him to marry her and
ruin his life.

She blinked back the tears at the loss of
her friend and any future with him. It was for the best. She would
hate to see what friendship they did have die when the
ramifications of their marriage set in and resentment built in
Marius. No, this was for the best, no matter how much it hurt.

 


 



Chapter 16

 


Ramsey crumpled the note from the family
solicitor and tossed it in the fire. Sabrina watched it burn,
trying not to worry. The two had already discussed how they would
handle Uncle James. They would be as gullible as they had been four
and a half years earlier. Hopefully, their uncle would become
sloppy in his confidence.

They did not have to wait long because their
Uncle James arrived within an hour of when they were advised of his
return to London.

“Uncle James,” Sabrina exclaimed with
happiness she could never truly feel as he walked through the door.
“It is so good to see you.” He didn’t look much different than he
had the last time she saw him. Still shorter than most men, but a
bit more rounded in the middle, and the same Sandalwood scent, so
overpowering one would think he bathed in the cologne. His temples
had a hint of grey but for a gentleman in his early fifties he
looked rather young with only a few crows’ feet at the corners of
his eyes. Of course, he really had no worries, until now, and that
is only if he suspects she might know the truth.

Lord Chesterfield looked his niece over. “It
appears you are well. I was worried when Lady Davies informed me
you had run away.”

Sabrina looked away in discomfort. It was
difficult to look him in the eye and tell a falsehood, or even
pretend that she still trusted him.

“Is that the truth Sabrina? She didn’t let
you go did she?” Her uncle prodded.

“No uncle, it is the truth. I ran away.” She
walked away, her head down, her back to her uncle. Let him believe
she was ashamed, it was better than letting him see her face
because she feared she would give her thoughts and emotions
away.

“But why, I thought you were content
there.”

“Oh, I was uncle, do not misunderstand. It
was only within the last day of my employ that I knew it was time
to leave.”

“Such an impetuous nature. One shouldn’t
quit their employment on a whim.” He shook his head and walked to
the sideboard and poured a glass of either Brandy or Whiskey.
Sabrina couldn’t tell which from her spot across the room.

“It wasn’t actually a whim, uncle,” Ramsey
interrupted, though he had yet to be acknowledged by their
uncle.

Lord Chesterfield looked up at his nephew.
“Go on.”

“A male guest was visiting who happened to
be attracted to Sabrina. Lady Davies tried to make Sabrina.”
Pausing, Ramsey cleared his throat. “Let’s just say, she wanted her
to fill a role beyond the duties of a maid.”

Uncle James turned his attention back to
her. “Is this true?”

“Yes. I couldn’t do what she asked and I
left.”

Lord Chesterfield straightened in anger and
tossed back all of the contents in his glass before he strode back
to the sideboard. “That foolish, stupid woman.”

Sabrina and Ramsey shared a look behind his
back, surprised at his outburst.

Taking a deep breath, Uncle James poured the
amber liquid into his glass and turned to face Sabrina and Ramsey.
“So you came straight here then?”

Distress filled Sabrina’s eyes again.
“Please, Uncle, I would rather not discuss my trip. I’m still
trying to come to terms with it myself.”

Lord Chesterfield walked toward her, picked
up her hand and offered comfort. “I understand child. I won’t speak
of it again.”

Sabrina relaxed, glad to have the ordeal
past her. Inside she was relieved that she was able to skip the
details of her travels. Taking a seat, she waited for Ramsey or her
uncle to address the next issue.

“Uncle James, why did you not come to me
when you realized the financial status of the family?” Ramsey
asked.

“I didn’t want to burden you with the truth.
Besides, there was nothing you could have done.”

“Not true uncle. I had the funds to pay for
Sabrina’s education and give her a Season.”

Lord Chesterfield smiled sadly at his
nephew. “At what cost to yourself? The debts were high. I knew you
had a few funds from your parents, but surely not enough to rescue
us all. It was bad enough Sabrina had to suffer. I didn’t want to
see my nephew destitute as well.”

Sabrina was amazed that the man could lie so
smoothly and appear deeply concerned over her plight.

As Ramsey opened his mouth to argue, Uncle
James dismissed him. “It matters little now.” He stopped and looked
around the room and probably noted the obvious wealth. “Sabrina is
back with us. I have been able to turn the family finances around
and it appears you are well-off as well, Ramsey.”

His nephew nodded his head in agreement.

“In fact, I was at the academy to retrieve
Sabrina and bring her to London when I learned she had run away.”
He turned to Sabrina. “I am so sorry dear, if only I had been
successful a little sooner.”

Sabrina smiled sweetly at her uncle. “Do not
concern yourself, Uncle James. All has worked out well.” She didn’t
believe for a moment he had gone to retrieve her. He found out some
other way, but how and from whom?

“Well, at least everything is cleared up
now.” Lord Chesterfield slapped his hands on his thighs before he
stood. “I will just take Sabrina with me. You don’t need the burden
of another person in your house.” He nodded to Ramsey. “Just have
Sabrina’s things sent over and we will have her settled
straightway.”

Panic tightened in her throat. Why didn’t it
occur to her that her uncle would want her close and under his
roof? It would be the most dangerous place to be, if what Ramsey
and Marius believed was true. Somehow she found her voice through
the constriction. “If you don’t mind, Sir, I would like to stay
here for a short while longer.”

“That isn’t being fair to Ramsey. I’m sure
he would like to be alone with his wife. He has done much
already.”

Sabrina turned to Ramsey, hoping he would
find a way to keep her from having to leave. Thankfully he stepped
forward. “Actually Uncle James, my wife and I would both like
Sabrina to remain. Juliet will soon be confined and wishes to have
Sabrina for companionship.”

James studied the two. “Very well, if that
is your wish.”

 


* * *

 


Sabrina knew she should be relieved the
visit with her uncle had gone so well. Instead, she was a jumble of
nerves. It had taken everything she possessed to cheerfully sit
with the man who had arranged the murder of her father. If only
they could get proof, then he would be out of her way and she could
get on with her life. Perhaps after her birthday she would leave
London and travel to her own property. Oh, she understood it wasn’t
truly hers until she married but, it was her dowry and the income
from the property was supposed to support her. There was no
stipulation stating she couldn’t live out her life there. Besides,
hadn’t the solicitor said that nobody had lived there in years?
Once she requested Ramsey’s guardianship over her uncle, she was
sure he would loosen the purse strings enough so she could live
independently. If necessary, she would play on the guilt he still
felt, though none of it had been his fault. Though she hoped it
wouldn’t be necessary, Sabrina knew she would do exactly that as a
last alternative to get away from London, and Marius.

Straightening her gown and allowing one last
glance in the mirror, Sabrina hoped Marius wasn’t present at the
rout this evening. She hadn’t seen him nor heard from him since she
rejected his proposal and she was afraid to face him again. Surely
he must realize that she couldn’t allow him to ruin his future just
because he was protective of her. Another reason to be gone. If
only they could expose her uncle. Then life would almost be
pleasant again.

Juliet had decided to impose her own
confinement. This occurred at the last moment when none of her
dresses hid her condition any longer. Ramsey insisted it was still
acceptable to go out but Juliet refused. Ramsey did not force the
issue and escorted Sabrina on his own. As soon as they had arrived,
Phoebe sought her out and the two found a place to sit away from
the crowd. Soon the two ladies were joined by Janine, who took a
seat on the other side of Sabrina. Though she had often spoken with
the two women at various gatherings, it had never been in this
manner. Perhaps they thought to fill Juliet’s shoes in friendship
and Sabrina certainly had no objection.

She was having a delightful time. Many of
the gentlemen who had been courting her stopped regularly to engage
her in conversation. In addition, Phoebe and Janine’s husbands were
often present, as well as their other male friends, with the
exception of Marius. Secretly she wondered if they knew he had
asked her to marry him and her response.

Just as she thought he would not be making
an appearance and allowed herself to relax somewhat, Parker
strolled up to their gathering with Ramsey. His behavior toward her
betrayed nothing of what had happened between them and she couldn’t
help feeling a bit surprised when he bent over her hand. Instead of
placing a kiss where it was respectable, he turned her hand over
and kissed the exposed wrist. Not only that, she felt the tip of
his tongue only momentarily and Sabrina grew warm and her hand
tingled at his touch. He was a wicked man. If anyone had noticed,
they were keeping it to themselves.

Marius’s eyes glinted mischievously as he
looked her in the eye when he stood once again. “You are looking
quite beautiful this evening, Lady Sabrina.”

She couldn’t begin to guess at the reason
behind this behavior and willed herself not to blush with
embarrassment. “Thank you, Mr. Parker.”

“It is rather warm in here this evening.
Would you care for a stroll on the terrace?” Marius asked in the
most gentlemanly manner.

Sabrina heard his question and was deciding
how to respond when she spied her uncle across the room. Coldness
swept through her and her hands began to tremble.

Marius leaned down to whisper in her ear. “I
never thought a stroll with me would be so distasteful.”

She forced her eyes back to him, confused
over his words. “Pardon?”

Marius studied her, worry etched his brow.
“Sabrina, what is it?”

She swallowed hard and licked her dry lips.
“My uncle is here. He has spotted me.”

Marius squeezed her hand quickly. “All will
be well.” He stepped to the side to converse with Taylor.

Lord Chesterfield stopped before the group
and Ramsey made the introductions. He nodded and studied each
gentleman standing by Sabrina before he looked at her.

“Are you feeling well?”

Offering her uncle a half smile, “I am fine.
It is just overly warm in here.”

“In that case dear, let me escort you
outside. I am sure after a bit of fresh air you’ll feel much
better.”

Sabrina stood and took his offered arm.
There was no way she could reject her uncle.

He said nothing until the stepped through
the doors leading to the gardens. A cool breeze swept over her but
she knew once her skinned cooled she would become chilled in the
early March weather.

He stopped just at the edge of the steps and
Sabrina looked down. They appeared steeper than most manor’s
possessed. Her uncle wouldn’t stoop to pushing her down the steps
in hopes she broke her neck, would he? She took a step back and
walked toward the railing while insisting to herself that her
imagination was getting was getting away from her.

Her uncle strolled over to stand before her.
“It appears you have gathered quite a court, Sabrina. It is a good
thing I returned when I did.”

Sabrina took a deep breath and willed
herself into control and turned. “They are of no significance.”

“Perhaps the dozen or so who stopped by to
speak with you? I am not so sure of the others.”

“What others?” Sabrina feigned
ignorance.

“I recall three bachelors standing around
you as I approached.”

Sabrina relaxed and chuckled. “They are
friends of Ramsey. I am around them often and can assure you that
none of them are interested in me in a romantic way.” To Sabrina,
it was the truth. Though Marius had asked for her hand, it wasn’t
as if he had declared any deep feelings for her.

“I am surprised. They seemed quite friendly
toward you.”

Sabrina laughed. “That is only because they
feel comfortable with me.” She paused, making the reasons up as she
went, drawing on all the gossip she had heard, keeping in mind her
uncle’s objective. “They know I have no desire to marry anytime
soon so I believe they think me safe to be around and dance
with.”

“I am surprised. Most young ladies your age
want a husband. Isn’t that the reason for coming to London in the
first place?”

“Uncle James, I am having too much fun. Why
would I want to ruin it with marriage?”

“There seemed to be a lot of gentlemen
interested in you.”

“I know, though I can’t understand why. I
like being courted, Uncle James, but none of those gentlemen you
saw hold my heart.”

Lord Chesterfield studied her. “I am glad
you told me this. As your guardian, I’ll now know how to respond to
any inquiries.”

Sabrina’s face fell. “You don’t want to
marry me off do you, Uncle James? I know you have that right, but
please let me have at least one season.”

Lord Chesterfield smiled and patted her
hand. “If that is your wish, Sabrina. Promise to tell me if you
change your mind.”

 


* * *

 


Lord Chesterfield took his leave less than
an hour later and his nephew followed suit, wanting to return to
his wife and confident their uncle would not return. Sabrina’s
chaperones were now Phoebe and Taylor. Thus, for the next two hours
Sabrina stood with Phoebe while gentlemen gathered close. Marius
stood at Taylor’s shoulder, directly behind the ladies, trying to
hide his irritation.

Marius accepted the reasoning behind her
rejection, but it had not altered his plans. If only he could be
alone with her, only for a short time. Then he could convince her
of the rightness of a marriage between them.

With Ramsey as her chaperone, Marius had
hoped he would get an opportunity to speak with Sabrina alone. Now
Taylor stood guard and sent him a look which clearly bespoke that
there wasn’t a chance in hell Marius would be alone with Sabrina.
It wasn’t that Taylor was worried about what Marius may do, his
friend just enjoyed having the control of making Marius suffer.
They had been friends too long not to know his intentions.

As the chords of a waltz struck, Marius took
his opportunity. Stepping forward he bowed and asked Phoebe to
dance. Taylor began to object but Marius quickly reminded him of
his duty to watch over Sabrina.

In the center of the floor Marius bowed and
Phoebe curtseyed before they began to dance.

“I might be flattered if I didn’t know the
real purpose for this dance.” Phoebe smiled up at him.

“You wound me.” Marius placed a hand over
his heart attempted to look insulted. “What possible other reason
could there be other than wanting to bask in your beauty?”

Phoebe laughed loudly, drawing a few looks.
“You should be on the stage, Mr. Parker.”

“You think so? It could be fun I
suppose.”

Phoebe simply laughed more as he twirled in
a spin across the floor.

“As you must have heard, my first proposal
didn’t go very well. I need to speak with Sabrina again,
alone.”

Phoebe looked up at him as if considering
his words.

“You know I can’t openly court her now that
her uncle is in town and your husband isn’t about to give me an
opportunity this evening.”

Phoebe glanced toward Taylor before looking
back to Marius with a mischievous glint in her eyes. “Suddenly I am
growing tired. Would you mind seeing Sabrina home, Mr. Parker?” She
asked innocently.

“I could kiss you, Phoebe, but I don’t want
to get up at dawn to face your husband.”

“Wise decision.” Phoebe offered her arm so
Marius could lead her from the floor.

Taylor began to object the moment Phoebe
made the suggestion.

“Oh please, Taylor, what could possibly
happen in a carriage?”

Her words were met with stunned silence from
Marius’s friends. Her smile alone indicated she knew very well what
could happen, but everyone remained silent regardless.

An hour later, Marius had her by his side in
the dark carriage. She remained stiff in her seat and stared
forward. He lowered the shades when they were on the street away
from the manor and lit the lamps.

She turned to look at him, eyes wide. “What
are you doing, Mr. Parker.”

“I wish to protect your reputation and I
don’t want to risk your uncle seeing you with me.”

By the tightening of her jaw he assumed she
gritted her teeth. This was not going very well. He lifted her
gloved hand and kissed the back of her hand.

An eyebrow rose in question.

“I would like you to reconsider my proposal,
Sabrina.”

 


 



Chapter 17

 


 


She closed her eyes briefly, willing herself
to be strong and not succumb to her emotions. “There is nothing to
reconsider. I am appreciative of the offer, but the reasons are
wrong.”

Marius leaned closer. “Then perhaps I should
give you another reason,” he said before taking her lips.

Sabrina sat, stunned for a moment, shocked
at his actions. In no time she was melting, as she always did. It
never crossed her mind how she should behave. He hadn’t given her a
chance. Sighing, she leaned into him and Marius took the
opportunity to deepen the kiss. Molding her face in his hands, he
tilted his head, brushing his tongue over her lips. Sabrina opened
for him and soon he was kissing her deeply. The pleasurable shock
sent lightning bolts through Sabrina and her own reaction was to
imitate his actions. Marius groaned and crushed her to him.

It took Sabrina a moment to it to register
he had pulled away. She lifted a hand to her swollen lips. How
could she have let that happen? She knew to be on guard around him,
yet she didn’t bother with a slight objection as his lips met hers.
She knew she should have asked to ride home with Lord and Lady
Meadows and this is what she deserved for wanting a few moments
with Marius. She would never fall out of love with him in this
manner so why did she continue to set herself up for the pain?

“That is the other reason we should wed,
Sabrina.”

She looked up at him. “Because we
kissed?”

“You can’t deny our kisses are special.”

“I enjoy kissing you, Marius.”

“Then you will finally agree to marry me.”
He grinned, as if satisfied with himself for some reason. Well,
perhaps he should be proud that his kisses did have a way of
befuddling her, but not enough to agree to marry him.

“Because I like to kiss you?”

“It is more than that. Don’t you feel the
passion?”

Her face heated and she looked away. “I
don’t have much experience in this.”

“Then trust me. What we share is rare.”

“It is still not a reason to marry.” It
wasn’t. She would love to kiss him for the rest of her life, but
she wasn’t willing to take the risk.

“It is more than a lot of people have when
they marry.”

“How do I know only your kisses make me feel
this way? You have experience. I do not.”

His face fell and eyes widened. He almost
looked afraid. “I am positive,” he insisted. “I can feel the
difference.” Placing his hands on her face, he brought her around
to face him. “Don’t be foolish Sabrina. Marry me.”

“Foolish?” She screeched and pulled back.
“I’ll tell you what foolish is, Mr. Parker. Foolish is marrying
because of passion or protection. I am not foolish enough to marry
for those empty reasons.”

“Be reasonable, Sabrina. You are
misinterpreting my intention.”

She glared at him. “I am being reasonable
and just to prove my point, I am going to kiss other gentlemen to
prove to both of us that your kisses aren’t any different.” Opening
the door, she stepped outside.

Marius started to follow her. “You can’t be
serious.”

“Yes, I am.” Slamming the door on his face
she turned her back on the carriage and marched up to the
house.

Once she was alone in her room, Sabrina
berated herself for letting her anger get the best of her. She
hadn’t been so impetuous and short sighted in years. Now what was
she to do? If she didn’t go through with her threat, Marius
wouldn’t believe she was serious. Oh why had she even suggested
such a thing? The answer came to her immediately of course. His
arrogance.

Snuggling into her bed, Sabrina weighed her
options. In the end she had no choice but to kiss her gentlemen
callers. There was one possible outcome. She could find someone who
made her feel the same way Marius did, though she seriously doubted
that would happen.

 


* * *

 


“Thank you for escorting me outside.”
Sabrina smiled up at her last dance partner. It had been three days
since she had made her threat and this was the first opportunity
she had to proceed.

“It is dreadfully chilly out here, Lady
Sabrina. Are you sure you don’t wish to return inside?” Kelsey
Thomas asked.

“Actually, there is a reason I wanted to be
alone with you.” Sabrina looked up at him shyly. This wasn’t as
easy as she had hoped it would be.

“What would that reason be?” He stepped
closer.

Sabrina decided to plunge right in. “A
certain gentleman, who shall remain nameless, has kissed me.”

Kelsey appeared outraged. “How dare he.”

Sabrina looked at him with surprise. “That
is not what concerns me.”

His shoulders relaxed as if he were relieved
for some reason. “Then what Lady Sabrina?”

“He insists that we should marry because of
that kiss. Of course I told him no. Besides, how do I know his
kisses are any better than any other gentleman’s? Surely you
understand my dilemma.”

“I’m not sure I do.”

Perhaps she should have chosen a less dense
gentleman. “How am I to know if he is telling me the truth if I
don’t find out for myself?”

His eyebrows shot up. “You brought me out
here to kiss you?”

He finally understood. “Yes. If you don’t
mind.”

Kelsey needed no further invitation. He
pulled her close and lowered his mouth to hers. The kiss was
pleasant enough but Sabrina felt nothing, other than the actual,
physical contact of their mouths. Nothing stirred in her being and
she patiently waited for the kiss to end.

Finally he raised his head and looked down
at her.

“That was nice, but I am sure you understand
I need more than one comparison.”

“Yes, actually I believe I do.”

Sabrina was able to kiss two more of the
gentlemen who regularly paid court to her that evening. None moved
her, but she wasn’t about to call a halt to her experiment yet.

By the end of the week she had managed to
kiss each of the men in her court with disappointing results. Not
one caused her pulse to race, heart pound, or breath to hitch.
Still, Sabrina was determined and decided to look to others. She
loathed having to ever admit to Marius that his kisses were
special. Somehow she suspected he would hold that over her forever
and use it as ammunition to insist they marry. But, until he
understood her reasons for her refusal, her answer would remain no,
regardless of how delicious his lips were against hers.

 


* * *

 


Marius couldn’t believe she had gone through
with it. How many men had she kissed? Two pages alone were filled
in White’s betting book involving Sabrina kissing other men. Not
once was his name mentioned. Some wondered if she were trying to
find a husband or just determine who kissed the best. None of the
gentlemen minded and it didn’t really harm her reputation since it
was simply a kiss and her own little experiment.

“Interesting,” Chambers said while reading
over Marius’s shoulder. “Who do you suppose was the first man to
steal a kiss and why she feels the need to compare?”

Marius shot him a look of irritation and
Chambers refrained from making any further comment.

They made their way to a table on the other
side of the room. “What exactly did cause Cinderella to begin
kissing every man in London?”

Marius stared at him angrily. “A
misunderstanding,” he said through gritted teeth.

Chambers opened his mouth to speak but
froze, looking at something over Marius’ shoulder. He turned to see
what caught Chambers’ attention. They weren’t the only one
interested in the book. Lord Chesterfield stood before it reading
and then turning the pages. Any true guardian would be outraged and
take his ward in hand. Chesterfield merely shrugged and strolled
away with an odd smirk on his face. He was chuckling by the time he
made his way to a corner table.

“You would think a guardian would be
outraged,” A gentleman seated not far away acknowledged with
interest.

“Not if it is in the guardian’s best
interest that his ward not wed,” Marius muttered almost to himself
and only loud enough for Chambers to hear.

 


* * *

 


Sabrina didn’t know the reason, but more and
more gentlemen were approaching her for introductions and a dance.
Her original court had moved on now that their kissing held nothing
of interest. Those gentlemen had been replaced with gentlemen who
could be considered as serious candidates for marriage since none
of them needed an heiress, and everyone believed she barely had a
dowry.

The kisses that followed were not near as
chaste as the ones from her previous court. Most left her feeling
ill or uncomfortable. Not one even sparked an interest and Sabrina
was beginning to fear Marius had been correct all along. Still, she
was too stubborn to give up.

Standing at the side of the ballroom with a
few of her newer friends, Sabrina scanned the crowd. Marius was
here of course and he was scowling at her. She told herself she
didn’t care. It was his own fault anyway. Besides, he had all but
dismissed her already. Except for the few dances and short
conversations, he had otherwise ignored her and not called on her
once since their argument. Just one more reason she was glad she
hadn’t agreed to marry him. She also tried to convince herself it
didn’t hurt.

Pushing her thoughts away from the
aggravating Marius, she looked beyond him. Why was he so different?
Looking over the gentlemen she had previously kissed she made a
mental comparison. They were nothing like Marius. Not nearly as
confident, handsome, strong, or desirable. That was the problem.
She had been comparing Marius to inferior men. Even though she
would never get a perfect match, she could come closer. What she
needed to do was kiss a man who was equal to Marius in almost every
way. Her eyes and thoughts were returning to Marius when she
spotted her next candidates. She felt no desire for either
gentleman but they were as close to being equal to Marius as
anyone. Thank goodness one of them would be claiming the next dance
on her card or she would have to come up with an excuse to approach
him.

 


* * *

 


Marius felt he could relax for at least a
short time. Chambers would be dancing with Sabrina next, then
Felding. At least he didn’t have to worry about Sabrina dragging
those two outside. Even if she tried, they surely wouldn’t
accommodate her. As he became too angry to continue watching her,
he turned and drew Taylor into a discussion when Dillon went to
retrieve Sabrina.

He and Sandlin were discussing horses when
Martin interrupted the conversation. “I hadn’t counted on
that.”

Both men turned to him. “What?” They asked
simultaneously.

“Cinderella was just escorted onto the
balcony by Chambers.”

Marius stiffened. It was one thing for her
to be kissing all those dandies. It was quite another that his own
friend had decided to aid her. He couldn’t decide who he wanted to
throttle more and started for the terrace door, only to be stopped
by Taylor.

“Hold up. Chambers knows how you feel.
Perhaps he only wishes to discuss something with her.”

“He may just be doing this to irritate you
without any intention of kissing her,” Martin suggested.

“It wouldn’t be out of character for
Chambers, after all,” Lavins agreed.

Marius relaxed. It was just the type of
action Chambers would take for the sole purpose of aggravating him.
Of course Chambers would never kiss Sabrina because he knew Marius
would kill him.

Sabrina returned a short time later, alone.
Of course, that was not unusual either. She always returned alone.
Marius just didn’t understand the strange look on her face. Even if
Chambers had kissed her, it certainly hadn’t left a favorable
impression because she was practically frowning. Marius reminded
himself to ask his friend what had transpired later as he watched
Felding approach and claim his dance.

This time Marius kept an eye on Sabrina and
her dance partner. Chambers had yet to appear and Marius began to
have doubts in how far he could trust that friendship. Again,
Taylor clasped his arm to keep him from following Sabrina and
Felding as they left. Certainly both men didn’t have something to
say to her. They were kissing her, he decided with a scowl.
Whatever happened to loyalty?

This time Sabrina returned with Felding. The
same look was on her face. Chambers followed and the three
approached Marius and the group. Marius searched her face for any
signs of recent kissing. Then looked at his supposed friends.
Nobody could look him in the eye.

Marius became rigid with anger. “That is
entirely enough of this nonsense.” Taking Sabrina’s arm, “We are
leaving, my dear. There is a discussion we must have that is long
overdue.”

Sabrina pulled back and didn’t lift her feet
to follow. His blood boiled further and he whipped around. “Either
you come willingly with me or I will throw you over my
shoulder.”

Sabrina blinked back at him, her mouth
opened in shock.

“Well?”

She took a step forward. Marius enjoyed this
one moment of satisfaction and marched her through the crowed, down
the stairs, into the foyer and outside into the clear, star filled
night.

Outside they stood waiting for his carriage
and Marius held her hand in a tight grasp in the crook of his arm.
The silence continued after he handed her into the carriage and
took his seat. He drummed his fingers on the seat, waiting for the
carriage to leave the traffic behind. When he believed it was safe,
he turned and pulled her against him and lowered his mouth to hers.
He wanted to brand her, make her his and erase the memory of any
other kiss she experienced.

His arms tightened around her. He tilted his
head and deepened the kiss. Sabrina relaxed against him and opened
her mouth to his exploration while she explored herself. Her arms
went around his neck and held tight, never breaking her lips from
his.

 


* * *

 


Jolts of pleasure spiked through her body.
Only Marius made her feel this way. Only Marius made her pulse
quicken and her breaths shorten. The force of this kiss stirred her
own deeper passions and she wound her arms around his neck meeting
his desire, mating her tongue with his and the world
disappeared.

It was Marius who broke the kiss while
pulling away from Sabrina and groaning. “What am I going to do with
you?”

Coming out of her daze, Sabrina pulled away
as well. “There is nothing you need to do with me.” How dare
he treat her like a possession?

“I should have gone with my first instinct
when I pulled you from the house.”

Sabrina looked at him quizzically. “That
would be?”

“To turn you over my knee.”

“How dare you. You are not responsible for
me, nor are you my guardian.”

“It is clear your guardian doesn’t care what
you do.” His voice rose.

“Uncle James only cares that I don’t marry,”
Sabrina argued back.

“Exactly. This is why he didn’t once
intervene in your little experiment. He was hoping this little plan
of yours will ruin you for good.”

“I am well aware of that. Please quit
yelling at me. No harm has been done.” Marius relaxed back onto the
seat with a sigh, running his fingers through his hair. “So, did
you learn anything from this experiment?”

Sabrina turned away from him. “Yes, I
believe I did.”

She twisted her hands in her lap. This was
something she had thought about, now to just tell him in a way that
doesn’t reveal that only his kisses stirred her.

“Did you favor any of them?”

Sabrina sighed and shrugged her shoulders.
She might as well tell him the truth. “Only a few could be
described as mildly pleasant. The rest, well I don’t wish to repeat
the experience.”

“I told you what we had was rare.”

“Of course, that wasn’t at all the case with
Mr. Chambers and Lord Felding.

Sabrina watched out of the corner of her eye
to see Marius stiffen.

“So they did kiss you.” Marius ground
out.

“Oh yes. They were happy to accommodate
me.”

“How dare they? I will kill them both.”

Sabrina was taken aback by his anger.

“I don’t understand why you are so angry
when none of the others seemed to bother you.”

“Oh, they bothered me but I wasn’t about to
interfere. What is unforgivable is that two of my closest friends
would kiss you. They know I am determined to marry you and know how
I would feel.”

Sabrina was alarmed by his rising temper.
“You are really making too much out of this.”

“I don’t believe that is true. It isn’t
every day a man learns he can’t trust his closest friends. So, did
you finally get a worthy comparison?” He barked at her.

Wide eyed, Sabrina scooted away from him.
She had pushed too far and should have told him the truth
immediately. She certainly didn’t want any friendship destroyed
over something so inconsequential. “No. They are more loyal than
you give them credit.”

Marius’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?
They did kiss you didn’t they?”

“Yes. Mr. Chambers kissed me here and Lord
Felding kissed me here.” Indicating to her cheeks. “It was no
different than the way Ramsey has ever kissed me – what I assume
would be brotherly affection.”

Marius stared at her for a few moments
before his posture relaxed and he was chuckling.

Sabrina was just as thankful this
conversation was behind them and Marius wasn’t angry any longer.
They had already stopped at Ramsey’s home and Sabrina rose to exit
the carriage. Marius reached over and laid his hand on her arm.
“Now that you know what we have is rare, do you agree that we
should marry?”

She stared at him. The man did not
understand at all. “No, Marius. Passion dies eventually. It is
still not a reason to marry.” She left before he had a chance to
say another word, and ran up to the house.

 


 



Chapter 18

 


 


Sabrina decided to give up kissing. It had
been a failure anyway. The only knowledge she had gained was that
none of the gentlemen of her acquaintance could interest her.
Curses on Marius Parker for doing this to her.

She was just thankful she was not at another
ball this evening. Instead, she and Ramsey were attending a new
production. Glad to be away from crowds, she settled into her seat
in their private box. Sabrina barely noticed begin so lost in her
own thoughts. If she couldn’t leave London, then she would not
participate in the Season. This socializing was becoming tedious.
Perhaps it wouldn’t be so bad if Marius wasn’t everywhere. Even now
he was in a box not too far from theirs. Why did he have to be
everywhere she went?

Sabrina could remember nothing of the first
act. Part way through the second Sabrina couldn’t sit idle any
longer and excused herself to the retiring room. Just as she was
about to enter the room an arm snaked around her waist, startling
her in the poorly lit hall.

“I must congratulate you on your ingenuity
my dear.”

Sabrina struggled to pull away. “Who are
you? Unhand me.”

The man merely chuckled. “I merely thought
you were conducting a minor experiment. But, I think it is more
than that.”

She grabbed at his arm but it would not
move. In fact, it tightened further and Sabrina found her back up
against his solid chest, his hot breath on her neck. “It was an
experiment that is over. Unhand me.”

“No need to be coy. A lady does not go
around being free with her favors without expecting others to
believe they could have more.”

Shocked, Sabrina stopped struggling.
“More?”

He kissed her neck. Sabrina cringed and
moved away.

“When I overheard your uncle mention you had
no intention of marrying I put everything together.” He leaned
closer to her face. The stench of cigars and brandy wafted to her
nose and she turned her face. She needed to get out of this
situation but his grip around her stomach kept her anchored in this
spot. There must be something she could do to get away. “You wish
to have the benefits of marriage without the husband.”

Her stomach revolted. Perhaps vomiting on
his shoes would do make him loosen his hold. Sabrina strained away
from him and his questing lips. The hand previously locked on her
hip moved toward a part of her abdomen no gentleman should ever
touch and her panic increased. “You are mistaken sir. Now unhand
me.”

“No more games. The others were fools, but I
am not.”

Sabrina increased her struggles, unable to
dislodge his hold. Oh dear, how was she going to get out of this?
Just as she opened her mouth to scream a cool voice
interrupted.

“I believe the lady asked you to unhand
her.”

The man stopped, but didn’t let go. “Go
away, Parker. The lady and I were just coming to an agreement.”

At the sound of his voice relief rushed
through Sabrina and she strained to look around her assailant and
her eyes landed on Marius.

“I don’t believe the lady wants to agree to
your proposition.”

The man looked at Sabrina. “Tell him he is
wrong. You are just being a challenge.”

The hand previously on her hip moved to her
upper arm and squeezed. Despite the pain, she struggled to pull
away. “I want absolutely nothing to do with you, sir.”

His arms dropped and she scooted around him
and hastened to the safety of Parker’s side.

Marius took her hand and placed it on the
crook of his arm, drawing her close as he stared at man.

The man cleared his throat. “My pardons, I
didn’t know the lady’s affections were already engaged.” He bowed
and took his leave.

Marius didn’t say a word as he escorted
Sabrina toward the entrance of the theater. He paused only a short
moment to have messages delivered to Ramsey and his own
companions.

Shaken from her experience, she allowed
Marius to put his arm around her and pull her close once the
carriage was moving. “I can’t believe the audacity of that
man.”

“Yes, Dexler has always been a bit bold for
my taste.”

“Whatever gave him the impression I was
looking for a lover. I agree the kissing did not elevate my
reputation but nobody ever thought I wanted to take a lover.”

“Dexler just arrived in town and perhaps
misunderstood what had occurred.” Marius shrugged. “Not that it
would make a bit of a difference since he has always been one to
press his affections.”

Sabrina gasped and he looked at her.

“Oh, he hasn’t ruined anyone. He just
pursues what he wants and honestly can’t believe someone would
actually reject him.”

Sabrina shuddered. “I certainly hope others
aren’t similarly misled.”

“There is a distinct possibility that will
occur. London is beginning to fill for the Season. Others are bound
to hear and not understand the purpose, or possess the humor of
those in Town at the time.”

“I’ll just have to make sure everyone knows
that is not my intention.” It was a simple enough approach. “Thank
you for coming to my rescue. I was about to scream. That would
certainly have created a scene. Why were you in the hall just
then?”

Marius shrugged. “I saw Dexler leave right
after you and had a hunch.”

“Well, thank you.”

Marius rose the moment the carriage stopped.
He was not about to let her get away from him again and escorted
her into the house. She had to know the gossip before she faced
society again. If she faced society again. The only positive aspect
of what was being spread is she would have no choice but to marry
him now that truth was out.

Pouring a brandy for both of them he
broached the subject delicately as he could. “There is another
reason Dexler felt he could pursue you as he did.”

Relaxing into a chair, Sabrina looked up at
him. “What reason could that be?”

Taking a deep breath, he answered her.
“Someone has let it be known that you traveled away from the
academy with a man, spent the night at an inn with a gentleman and
never a chaperone in sight. For some reason they don’t know my
identity, but they do know yours.”

Sabrina’s stomach churned. She was truly
ruined now. “Who would have said anything?”

Marius shook his head. “I don’t know. But
the gossip flew through the theater this evening. I am surprised
you didn’t hear it.”

“I wasn’t paying attention to anything.”
This was mortifying.

“Given the gossip came on the heels of your
kissing experiment, the gentlemen now believe you weren’t
necessarily looking for a husband.”

“Oh dear.”

“You know what this means, Sabrina.”
Ramsey’s voice came from the doorway.

“I’m ruined.”

He walked to the table to poor his own
brandy. “Not if you marry Marius. I know he has asked.”

Sabrina looked between the two men. He was
right of course, but that didn’t mean she would agree. “So now I
should marry Marius to salvage my reputation?”

“Yes,” Marius answered.

Sabrina was torn between just giving in and
sticking to her own values. She would be miserable if they married
under these conditions.

“I still cannot marry you. I don’t care if
society shuns me but I will not marry to save my reputation.”

Marius turned to Ramsey. “May I speak with
Sabrina alone, please?”

Nodding his head, Ramsey left the room,
shutting the door behind him.

“I’ve given you three excellent reasons why
we should marry.”

“They are not excellent reasons for
me,” Sabrina argued.

“Does another hold your heart Sabrina? Is
that why you reject me?”

She smiled at him sadly. “No other holds my
heart, Marius. Until you can understand why these are not
sufficient reasons, then you’ll not understand why I must
decline.”

“Then explain it to me.”

Shaking her head. “No. It is not something
that can be explained.”

Rising on her tiptoes she kissed him on the
cheek and left the room. Sabrina didn’t expect to see Marius
again.

 


* * *

 


Once dropped at his own home, Marius didn’t
enter. Instead, he walked, needing to clear his head. Sabrina had
been cryptic in her answers to him. What could possibly be so
difficult to explain? Was it possible she had no feelings for him?
No, not after the fiasco of her kissing experiment. If anything, it
should have proved the truth of his words. He had courted her the
best he knew how and was at a complete loss as to what to do now.
This was one problem he wouldn’t share with even his closest
friends, though the married ones could possibly offer insight.
Shaking his head Marius decided they would be a last resort.

It was early morning before he finally fell
into bed and was able to sleep. Three hours later a summons came
from his parents. They had returned to town and insisted on him
attending them at once.

His parents were enjoying their breakfast
when Marius arrived. He helped himself to eggs and kippers and
poured a cup of hot coffee.

“Your mother and I returned to town a few
days ago,” his father began.

“It didn’t take long for the gossip to reach
us, even without leaving the house,” his mother explained.

Marius raised a skeptical brow to his father
and waited silently for him to continue.

“Lady Sabrina is a lovely girl and I can see
why you were taken with her,” his mother added. Of course they
would be happy. It was time he married and produced an heir.

“Of course now, we have our misgivings as I
am sure you understand.”

Marius’s irritation began to rise. “No, I
don’t.”

“We were only slightly concerned after
hearing that she was showing attention to so many, the kissing.
Amazingly society forgave her. The question of her innocence will
not be as easily overlooked.” His father tried to explain as both
parents watched closely.

“Were you serious about her son?” His father
finally asked.

“Of course he was,” his mother answered. “He
missed Christmas with the family to be with her.”

“I intend to marry her,” Marius stated
bluntly waiting for their reaction.

“But her reputation. They say she traveled
with a man alone and spent the night with him at an inn.”

“I am well aware of the gossip. Further, it
is true.”

His mother gasped. “She admitted as much to
you?”

“She didn’t have to. I was the gentleman
with her.”

“Oh. This certainly changes the
circumstances,” his father coughed and gulped down the milk before
him. “My question, Son, is why haven’t you done the proper thing in
marrying her?”

“She has refused me.” Pausing, he looked at
his mother. “Three times.”

“Surely after she hears the latest gossip
she will change her mind,” His mother suggested.

“No. That was her most recent refusal.”

“Oh dear.”

His father shrugged and returned to his
meal. “Then there isn’t much you can do about it, son. Best to just
move on.”

Marius looked between his parents. Their
attitude toward the topic was odd. “On the contrary, I intend to
convince her to marry me.”

Rising he stalked from the room to think.
His parents were acting very strange. He had expected his father to
take the situation in hand and somehow force Sabrina to marry him.
After all, his father always did the right thing. This man said to
let it go. This is the first time in Marius’s memory his father
hadn’t pushed for the purpose of propriety.

“So, Son, tell us how you met Lady Sabrina
and how you came to stay at the inn and now be in London,” his
mother asked, after following him into the library, her husband by
her side.

For a moment he said nothing. Then slowly he
began to tell his parents the basics of his involvement with
Sabrina.

“Tell us of the proposals. Why do you think
she turned you down?” His mother prompted.

Whatever he said, he knew his secrets were
safe. His mother didn’t speak until Marius had explained the
circumstances behind the second proposal. “That explains why she
kissed so many gentlemen.” His mother laughed as if she
approved.

Eventually he finished with what had
occurred the evening before with his parents looking at him
thoughtfully.

“I only have one question, Son,” his father
spoke. “Do you love her?”

Dumbstruck, he looked at his parents. He
always acknowledged that he wanted her, but love her? It was a
feeling that had never really been discussed. “I don’t know.”

“That is the only reason a girl like Sabrina
would marry,” his mother explained.

“You’ll have to search your heart. Can you
imagine the rest of your life without her? Can you imagine living
with her every day, sharing meals, a bed, and children?”

Marius thought about what his father said.
No. He did not want to go through life without Sabrina. His
existence would be empty. Until this moment he had only
acknowledged that he desired her. It was so much more than that.
She was a part of him.

He left his parent’s home somewhat in a
daze. It was more important now than ever to convince Sabrina to
marry him. But how?

There was only one way he could think
clearly. Upon entering the house he went directly to the kitchen,
promptly giving the cook and the kitchen maids a few days off. The
remaining staff would eat whatever he prepared.

After five loaves of bread, two roasted
chickens and plum pudding, Marius was still no closer to how to
approach Sabrina. Finally he had to acknowledge it was fear. If he
confessed his feelings and she turned him down again, then he would
be forced to leave her alone, not ever bothering her again. It was
a future he didn’t want to contemplate. If only he had a clue to
her feelings for him, but he didn’t. Not once had she ever shared
how she felt other than she appreciated his friendship.

Perhaps he needed a woman’s perspective.

Those thoughts had him arriving on the
doorstep of a lady he trusted completely. He prayed Martin was gone
so he wouldn’t need to offer uncomfortable explanations. As it
turned out, Martin had gone off to one of his clubs with a few
other gentlemen and Janine planned to have a quiet dinner with
Phoebe and Simone, Richard’s reclusive wife due to her blindness.
This was working out better than he had planned.

What he hadn’t counted on was a total of
four women present. It was Sabrina’s presence that surprised him.
This was the first time he had seen her since he realized the depth
of his feelings. How could he have not known?

“Marius, it is good to see you.” Janine came
to her feet when he entered. “Martin and the others are at their
club.”

Quickly Marius formed an excuse for being
there. “I am aware of that and plan on joining them shortly. I only
came by to speak to your cook. She sent a message around
earlier.”

Though he spoke to Janine, he couldn’t take
his eyes off Sabrina. She hadn’t even looked at him.

“That is kind of you. Cook has been
struggling with some sort of sauce for weeks now.” Thank goodness
Janine played along. “Before you go, however, why don’t you join us
in a glass of brandy?”

“How can I refuse the company of such four
beautiful ladies?”

Sabrina was the only one who didn’t
laugh.

Marius accepted the glass and stopped
directly in front of where Sabrina sat. This forced her to look up
at him.

“You are looking particularly beautiful this
evening, Sabrina.”

“Thank you,” she mumbled.

“We were just assuring Sabrina of our
friendship so she wouldn’t be afraid she’d lost all her friends,”
Phoebe informed him.

“I appreciate it, as I am sure you know the
truth of the situation.” Wondering if Phoebe had said anything.

“Sabrina told us what happened. It is a
shame,” Mr. Lavin’s wife offered.

Deciding to gauge Sabrina’s reaction, he
changed the topic. “I would like to call on you tomorrow if that
would be convenient. Perhaps a drive through the park.”

“I’m sorry Mr. Parker. That will not be
possible.”

Marius kept his face impassive. “Very well.
Another time perhaps.”

Sabrina looked away without answering him,
placed her teacup on the table and stood. “Thank you for a lovely
dinner.” She directed the comment to Janine. To the rest of them
she added, “And I think each of you for your friendship. You have
no idea how much it means to me.”

Janine stood. “Surely you don’t wish to
leave yet?”

Sabrina smiled gently. “I am rather tired, I
apologize.”

“I’ll have your carriage brought around.”
Janine walked from the room.

Sabrina nodded her head to Marius. “Good
evening, Mr. Parker.” With that she turned her back and marched
from the room. Her posture stiff and head held high.

He strolled to the window and waited. There
was complete silence in the room. He watched her step into the
carriage and the door shut before he turned back to the group of
ladies. “I apologize if I ruined your evening.”

“Why are you here, Marius? I know my cook
didn’t send for you,” Janine asked. “Were you hoping to see
Sabrina?”

“No. It never occurred to me she would be
here. I came to see you and prayed Martin wasn’t here or I would
never hear the end of this.”

“Now this should be interesting.” Phoebe sat
back and crossed her arms in front of her.

“This isn’t easy and I would appreciate it
if you would keep this conversation from your husbands.”

“This is better than I hoped. I’ll finally
know something Richard doesn’t. After all, he is my source of
gossip.” Mrs. Lavin’s clapped her hands in glee. “Do go on.”

Phoebe and Janine nodded their heads in
agreement before Marius spoke. “How does Sabrina feel about me? Do
any of you have a clue?”

He was met with amused expressions, then
laughter. He should have known they wouldn’t go easy on him.

“Don’t you have any idea?” Phoebe asked.

“Would I have come here if I did?” His
irritation grew. Perhaps he should have just done this on his
own.

“To tell you the truth, she’s never really
said,” Phoebe finally answered with sympathy.

“Then I guess there is no help here.” Marius
stood ready to leave.

“However, that doesn’t mean we can’t hazard
a guess,” Janine suggested.

Slowly, he sat back down and waited.

“I would be willing to bet that she loves
you.”

Marius sat forward. “Then why had she
refused to marry me?”

“For the same reason I refused Taylor
originally, I suppose.”

Everyone looked at Phoebe. “I refused to
marry for propriety only. So I rejected him.”

Slowly what Sabrina had said was beginning
to become clear. Standing, he thanked the ladies and returned to
his own home. There he began making more chocolates, remembering
she had said that nobody else held her heart. He was too
blind, or perhaps simply stupid, to have seen it then.

Marius wasn’t sure how he should propose
marriage again. He just knew it wasn’t going to be in the same
manner as before. It most definitely had to special. What would be
special to Sabrina? Should he present her with a box of chocolates
and the latest romance novel as gifts?

No, he didn’t like that idea. But what else
did he know about Sabrina? He thought back over all the times they
had spent together. Kissing hadn’t worked in the past and knew it
wouldn’t work now. What else was there? She had been at the academy
for the past four or five years and he knew she liked to be busy.
Slowly, he began to smile. He wouldn’t propose to Sabrina. He
needed to propose to Cinderella.

 


 



Chapter 19

 


 


Following breakfast Marius sent his footman
to the Sandlin residence for a particular book. Marius needed to
familiarize himself with the story one last time before he moved
forward with his plans. He paced in the library waiting for the
footman to return, impatient to read the fairytale. His future
would be decided on how he acted.

Finally the servant appeared and
relinquished the book to Marius. After thanking him, Marius sat
down to read. Immediately he stood up again and yelled for the
footman who came running.

“Who retrieved the book for you?”

“Lord Sandlin.”

“And he knew it was for me?”

“Of course, sir. Is there a problem?”

For a moment he thought to send the man back
but knew he wouldn’t get the right one until Taylor had his
questions answered. “Nothing. I’ll return this one myself and get
another.”

“Very well, sir.”

Marius found Taylor sitting behind his desk
in the library, hands folded with a contemplative look on his face.
“I wasn’t expecting you. Please come in.”

“Spare me the pleasantries, Taylor. Where is
the other book?”

“I sent the book you requested.”

“It is in French.” Marius growled, tossing
the book on the desk before Taylor.

“It is also the original language. I thought
you would prefer to read it the way that it had been written.

“You know better than anyone I can’t speak
French, let alone read it,” Marius yelled in frustration.

Taylor pushed his luck. “Are you sure?”

Marius had never wanted to throttle anyone
the way he wanted to throttle Taylor right at that moment. “I find
it hard to believe you, of all people, forgot my struggle with
languages. After all, you are the one that stayed up with me all
those nights trying to teach me how to conjugate verbs until the
professor finally gave up on me.”

Taylor began to smile. “Oh yes. I remember
now.”

“I doubt you forgot in the first place. Now
may I have the other book please?”

“Why the sudden interest in Mother
Goose?”

“I’m thinking of becoming a governess,”
Marius retorted.

Taylor laughed. “Now that could prove quite
interesting.” He held up the other book. “The truth Marius. Why
this book? Could it have anything to do with Cinderella?”

Sighing, Marius sank into a chair. He
expected this. “Sabrina won’t agree to marry me so I thought to
pursue Cinderella instead.”

Taylor raised his eyebrows. “Inventive. How
do you plan to go about this?”

“I won’t know until I read the story again.”
Marius grabbed the book and left before Taylor could ask anything
else.

While his second batch of chocolates set up
and cooled, Marius re-read the story of Cinderella. He now had a
plan. Unfortunately, he couldn’t move on that plan for two weeks,
when Sabrina reached her majority. He would need all that time to
accomplish everything that needed to be done. Before setting out on
the first of necessary errands, he penned a letter to her.

 


 


Sabrina,

 


I have given a great deal of thought to
everything you have said. I doubt that you would agree to see me so
I won’t ask. Your return correspondence would be appreciated
however.

Regarding your first issue. I don’t see how
you can argue that you are in danger. Marriage to me would be added
protection. I can keep you safe.

 


Marius

 


* * *

 


It had been two days since Sabrina had seen
Marius. Part of her wanted him to call on her. The other part
acknowledged that this was for the best. Still, she was unhappy and
depressed. She had even taken to her room to read, not able to
concentrate on the books but not wanting to converse with anyone in
the household either. Constantly she reminded herself that this was
for the best. His letter arrived that afternoon. Her reply was not
difficult.

 


 


Mr. Parker,

 


I will do my best to explain my position.
You are correct. As long as you speak of marriage between us I
cannot see you.

You have failed to acknowledge that I am
safest unwed. Marriage would only bring danger to my husband. I
realize that once I reach my majority my uncle could lose his
power. I am still undecided as to whether or not I will address the
issue. Though I loathe what the man has gotten away with I am also
cautious enough not to alert him of my knowledge, until sufficient
evidence can be gathered.

It is very simple. You are much safer, as am
I, if we do not wed.

 


Lady Sabrina Chester

 


Sabrina was feeling a little better after
her note from Marius. She still was far from happy, but her energy
returned. As she refused to leave the house and bring additional
attention to her family, she did the next best thing. She began to
clean.

A second letter arrived three days
later.

 


 


My Dearest Sabrina,

 


The formality of your letter wounded me. I
had hoped we had become close enough to address each other by our
Christian names. Please think on this.

In truth, I cannot argue with your logic
regarding my first reason so I will move on. This particular issue
troubles me deeply. Your ruination. I cannot in good conscious
allow this to continue as I was the one responsible for ruining
you. Think of your future, dear. If not marriage, then children. I
hate to remind you that few, if any, respectable men would consider
you as a wife. I don’t mean this to be painful, dear. It is simply
the unfortunate truth. You are too young and lovely to be wasted as
a spinster.



Marius

 


 


If anything, Sabrina was angry after reading
his letter. A proposal without the mention of love was one thing.
But, to propose because he pitied her was beyond the pale. How dare
he?

It took her a full day of thinking and
cleaning the library, again, before she was calm enough to respond.
Of course, she ate the entire box of chocolates he also sent in the
process.

 


 


Mr. Parker,

 


I no longer feel that it is proper that we
address each other with such familiarity.

With regard to my ruination. You are not at
fault. You were simply in the wrong place at the wrong time. The
blame for this current circumstance can be laid directly at the
feet of Mrs. Davies.

Assuming I do wish to marry some other
gentleman in the future, he will have to accept the rumors
surrounding me as well as the truth of the matter. Any gentleman
who cannot do so is not worthy of my affection.

 


Lady Sabrina Chester

 


P.S. The chocolates were delicious. Thank
you.

P.P.S. Gifts are not necessary.

 


 


* * *

 


Marius missed her terribly but wouldn’t have
missed this correspondence. She was a delight. Of course, he
couldn’t help read between the lines when she stated, “Assuming I
wish to marry some other gentleman”. He continued to hope and
thought carefully about how he would word his next argument.

 


 


My Dearest Sabrina.

 


I humbly acknowledge that no true gentleman
is worthy of your affection. I include myself as well. Still, there
is one last issue we cannot ignore. I understand that it is
indelicate of me to address such an issue with a lady such as
yourself, but how can you ignore the desire and passion we feel for
each other?

Given your innocence I can understand why
you don’t see the importance of this. I wish I could say I was as
innocent as you, but alas I am not and I find myself regretting my
past indiscretions. I didn’t know I would find you. Trust me when I
tell you, as I already have, that we share something special and
rare.

 


Yours,

Marius

 


The thought of Marius with other women had
Sabrina cleaning and reorganizing the pantry while she ate her
newest box of chocolates. Of course she assumed he was not a virgin
but to openly acknowledge the fact enraged her. They were
undoubtedly women of ill repute. Or just as bad, perhaps actresses.
Everyone knew actresses had lovers, wealthy lovers, and not
husbands. Marius did appear to be wealthy. Then again, widows were
not above taking lovers either. Just how many of his past
mistresses had she met?

By the time Sabrina had finished the pantry
she had convinced herself Marius had been intimate with almost
every woman in town between the ages of twenty and forty, which was
why he was able to melt her with his kisses. How could he not with
such vast experience? These thoughts alone helped her form her next
letter, two days later when she was sufficiently calm again.

 


 


Mr. Parker:

 


I will not deny I feel a certain physical
attraction to you. However, that is not the issue. You alone
acknowledge that you have had other lovers and I was not surprised
by this information. The simple fact that you are no longer with
these women (of course this is only an assumption) is evidence that
passion and attraction do not last. If they did, you would not be
writing to me now.

Even you must acknowledge that what we share
is fleeting. It certainly wasn’t present when we first met and I
doubt it will be present a year from now. I’m sure you have to
agree with my reasoning. The facts of your life support it
completely.

 


Lady Sabrina Chester

 


 


* * *

 


Marius couldn’t have been more encouraged
than he was by this last letter. Sabrina was jealous of his past
lovers. Obviously she cared very much. She was also completely
wrong.

 


 


Dearest:

 


Simply put, you are wrong. The desire I feel
for you was acknowledged the moment I saw you in the cottage
preparing the fire. It has grown daily since. What I feel for you
is hardly fleeting and I honestly expect to feel the same until my
dying breath.

You must be honest with yourself as well, my
dear. You felt the attraction, if not desire, upon our meeting. It
just didn’t become evident until the inn. Even in our sleep we knew
where we belonged. First I came to you. Curling around you, my hand
cupping your breast until my strong physical desire woke me from
the sweet dream. I was not alone, for your own body sought me out
as you slumbered. You found comfort with your head upon my shoulder
and your thigh across my, um, middle. Truthfully, I slept very
little that night or any night since when I began to remember how
your body felt against mine.

This reminder was not meant to embarrass you
and I have been careful not to mention it until now because I knew
the topic was uncomfortable for you. Still, Sabrina, you cannot
deny that the desire and passion we feel for each other has existed
from our first meeting.

 


Faithfully yours,

Marius

 


 


* * *

 


It was while she was taking tea and visiting
with Juliet and Phoebe that the letter arrived. At their insistence
she read the contents, wishing she would have waited. Blushing
profusely she quickly folded the parchment and slid it into her
pocket without revealing a word of what he wrote.

Sabrina couldn’t get away from the ladies
quick enough. She was mortified that he was aware of how they
slept. Further, she was angry that he would even mention it. There
was no use in denying she didn’t know what he was talking about,
but how to respond.

It took the cleaning of the future school
room and vacant bedrooms before she decided on an appropriate
response.

 


 


Mr. Parker:

 


I believe we have exhausted your arguments.
In fact, you have addressed issues better left unsaid. There is
absolutely nothing else you can say or any argument you can broach
that will change my mind.

I wish you well.

 


Lady Sabrina Chester

 


There. It was finally finished. Now perhaps
he would give her peace. Besides, she was running out of rooms to
clean.

 


* * *

 


Smiling at her response, Marius wrote his
last letter only three days before her birthday.

 


Nothing Cinderella?

 


 



Chapter 20

 


 


It had been three days since his last note.
Sabrina was still bewildered and depressed. She did not think his
last note would be the last, yet he hadn’t sent another. On the
other hand, she hadn’t responded. How did one respond to something
like that? She did have the answer, but she refused to tell
him.

She retreated to the attic. It was the only
place not yet cleaned and the only place she could be alone with
her thoughts. There she let her tears flow. She didn’t let anyone
else see her pain, or she hadn’t thought she had. There was an
obvious response to his question but if he felt anything he
wouldn’t have had to ask. The fact that he had to even ask clearly
spoke that his emotions weren’t involved. It tore at her loving him
when he obviously didn’t feel the same.

A servant summoned Sabrina from the attic
saying a package had arrived. The footman refused to bring it to
her and stated it was waiting in the parlor.

“I can’t go downstairs like this.” She held
out her hands so he could see the filth of her work gown. Dirt and
dust smudged her skirt and bodice, not to mention her hair must
look a fright.

“I promise no one is in the room.” He bowed
and retreated before she could argue further.

Sabrina stood in the middle of the attic
wringing her hands together. Should she remain here or go find out
what was delivered to her? What if it was another note from
Marius?

She began to pace. Maybe he finally figured
out the answer. Sabrina quickly quashed any hope that began to
bloom. If he did, he would be here in person and not send a
package.

Her pacing resumed, if it were from Marius
why such the hurry to go to the parlor to retrieve it? It took only
moments before curiosity got the better of her and she wiped her
eyes and left the attic to make her way to the parlor.

It could be the book she had ordered, but
she was supposed to have picked that up. She was glad she was
covered with dust and cobwebs. If anyone saw her, she hoped they
would assume her red eyes were from the irritation and not her
tears. If not, she would simply remind them it was her birthday and
she always cried on her birthday. Nobody would know the truth.
Perhaps somebody knew what today was and had sent her a gift,
though she thought it unlikely.

The box sat upon the table in the parlor,
tied with a pink satin ribbon. A card was tied to the top and
Sabrina sat down in the chair and lifted the box. The note
read:

 


To My Own Cinderella

 


Sabrina’s hands began to shake. No. She
wouldn’t succumb to those emotions again. He hadn’t even signed the
card and she could be foolishly reading too much into the
situation.

Untying the ribbon, she lifted the lid.
Inside, nestled in a pillow sat a glass slipper. Taking a steady
breath, Sabrina removed the second note from the box. As she
unfolded the pink parchment, she willed her heart to stop pounding
and reminded herself to breathe.

 


Dearest Sabrina,

 


By chance, do you recall the moral of
Cinderella from Stories or Tales from Times Past, with
Morales, Tales of Mother Goose by Charles Perrault?

 


“Beauty in a woman is a very rare
treasure:

Of it we can never tire.

But what’s more, a priceless pleasure,

Is charm, which we must all admire.

 


That wise instructress, the godmother,

While dressing her fit for a queen

Was giving her power to charm another;

That is what this story means.

 


Ladies, better than teased-up hair is

To win a heart and conquer a ball.

Charm is the true gift of the fairers;

Without it you’ve nothing; with it all.

 


You’ve charmed me like no other and have
stolen my heart completely. Be my Cinderella, be my wife and I’ll
try to be your prince for the rest of my life.”

 


I love you.

 


* * *

 


Sabrina clutched the delicate slipper as the
tears ran down her face. She was practically sobbing and Marius
prayed it was for a joyful reason, but had nothing to compare it
to. He had never seen her cry before. Taking a deep breath, he
approached her slowly and cautiously, retrieving the handkerchief
from his own pocket because she seemed to be without one. Silently
he held it out to her.

Sabrina slowly lifted her eyes to his. With
a shaky smile, her eyes met his and her tears began to flow again.
He was unsure of her reaction. Instead of accepting the
handkerchief, she stood, holding the slipper and grabbed him to her
with her other arm.

Relief swept through his body and he pulled
her close, burying his face in her hair. She was still crying and
laughing, and incoherent. Marius didn’t care. He was holding her
and he knew her answer was yes.

As he tightened his embrace, lifting his
head, wanting to kiss her, Sabrina pulled back. “Don’t.”

His heart practically stopped. Had he taken
her reaction so completely wrong?

“Don’t crush the slipper.”

Chuckling with relief, Marius lifted it from
her hands. “I can have another made.”

She shook her head vehemently. “No. I want
this one. Always.”

He had prayed this proposal would work. “I
am sure it won’t fit.”

“I don’t care. Nobody has given me anything
so wonderful.”

“I recall a particular necklace.”

“It doesn’t even compare.”

Though she hadn’t actually said yes. It was
there in her eyes and in her voice. Marius would deny himself no
longer. Lowering his head, he brushed her lips lightly,
lovingly.

Sabrina sighed against him, resting her head
on his shoulder. Nothing else in the world could be this
perfect.

Clearing his throat he had to ask. “Sabrina,
I need to hear your answer. Will you marry me?”

Tilting her head back, she smiled brightly.
“Oh yes.”

Laughing, he lowered his head and kissed her
again, deeply this time, while he set the slipper on the table
beside him, before pulling her tightly against him. He was still
shocked at his own relief at her answer. He hadn’t even admitted to
himself how unsure he had been until that moment.

Reluctantly, Marius pulled away from the
kiss. There was still much to do today. In fact, it had only begun
and very, very soon he would be able to make her his own. “Can I
assume this is the reason you told me no the other times?”

“Yes.” she answered, resting her head
against his chest. “I stayed at the academy for my uncle and
Ramsey. I have only been free a short time and I didn’t want to
sacrifice the rest of my life for the only safety or delicious
kisses.”

“Delicious?” Marius asked intrigued.

“You already know that.” Sabrina argued back
and playfully slapped his chest.

“I hope you don’t consider it a sacrifice to
marry because I love you.” She hadn’t voiced her own opinions.
Still, he couldn’t believe she would marry someone because they
loved her without returning the feelings.

“It is the only reason to marry.” She hugged
him tighter.

“Then I can assume you feel the same?”
Marius asked quietly in her hair.

Sabrina paused for a moment, pulled back and
looked up at him. “Of course I love you. I thought you already knew
that.”

“How could I know that when you never said a
word?”

“I was afraid it was all too obvious.”
Sabrina grimaced. “I have been trying to hide it for quite a while
now.”

Intrigued, Marius looked down at her.
“Exactly how long have you been aware of these feelings involving
me?”

“Since Christmas at least. I knew you didn’t
feel the same way. In fact, I was convinced you only cared on some
form of friendship level and were being kind to me.”

Marius threw back his head and laughed.
“After the way I kissed you until the berries were gone, you still
felt that way?”

Sabrina blushed. “I am not exactly
experienced in these matters.”

“You may lack experience, and for that I am
grateful. At least you had an idea of how you felt.”

“I know you didn’t love me then.”

“You are wrong. I am sure I did, now. I had
decided I wanted to marry you before we came to London. I just
didn’t realize what was driving me and used convenient excuses for
a reason to marry you.”

Her eyes softened as she looked at him.

“Only when you kept telling me no and I
became more determined to have you did I realize why.” He looked
down into her eyes deeply. “Can you forgive me for the
blindness?”

“It doesn’t matter when we knew. It only
matters that we both know now.”

She was the most understanding woman he had
ever met, not to mention desirable. That thought brought him back
to the present and what the rest of the day held, and he slowly
pulled away from her. “There are a few matters I have to see
to.”

The smile fell from her face.

“I promised Juliet that I would send you to
her as soon as I had my answer.”

“Juliet knew that you were going to do
this?”

He shook his head. “She knew that I was
going to ask you again today, one last time.”

“Last time,” she repeated quietly.

“If you didn’t want me, even after
confessing how I felt, I knew I could never bring myself to ask you
again,” he returned in seriousness.

“Then I am glad that I was wise enough to
finally say yes.” She grinned back at him.

“Glad doesn’t begin to describe how I am
feeling, Sabrina.” He wanted to pull her in his arms and kiss her
until the world disappeared, but reminded himself he couldn’t.

“I swore to her I wouldn’t keep you and send
you right up.”

Sabrina didn’t move, but stood there biting
her lip, worry etched on her brow.

“I promise, I will see you shortly. There
are only a few matters to attend to, which cannot be avoided, then
we can discuss our future.”

“Very well. I well go see Juliet.”

Walking her to the door, he paused and
turned towards her. Kissing her deeply once again. “I will see you
very soon.” With that, he left the house.

 


* * *

 


Sabrina started to run up the stairs, only
to stop and turn around to run back into the parlor to grab the
slipper and the notes before flying back up the stairs to find
Juliet.

Sabrina was brought up short upon entering
Juliet’s sitting room. She had no idea Phoebe and Janine had
arrived and were taking tea with her cousin-in-law. They watched
her expectantly.

“Well?” Juliet finally asked.

Sabrina simply smiled, which was answer
enough.

“Thank goodness.” Phoebe stated. “Taylor
feared your answer would be no and we were dreading the next few
years in Marius’s company.”

“Did everyone know he was going to ask me
again, today?”

“We knew when, but not how. Of that he was
very secretive,” Janine answered.

“The poor man was a bundle of nerves last
night, though he tried to hide it.” Phoebe laughed.

“That is why you came to visit?” Sabrina
prompted. Not that it was unusual, but she had her suspicions
regarding this particular visit.

“Of course. We were dying to find out
ourselves,” Janine answered.

“Exactly where have you been, Sabrina?”
Juliet finally asked slowly.

“Oh, I was cleaning the attic. I must look a
fright.”

“Or, Cinderella before she married her
prince.” Phoebe chuckled.

Lifting the glass slipper for them to see,
Sabrina laughed. “I suppose so.”

“Still, perhaps a bath is in order.” Juliet
came to her feet.

“Most definitely. Marius said I would be
seeing him again later so I best do something with myself.”

Sabrina glanced in the mirror when she
entered her room. Goodness, she did look a fright. Thankfully
Marius didn’t see her when he first asked today, with the note, or
he may have reneged. Her hair had fallen from the bun, cobwebs
affixed themselves to her person, and there were smudges of dirt on
her face and the back of her hands. Well, it wasn’t anything a long
hot bath wouldn’t cure.

She took a step toward the bathing chamber
and the first of the pains struck. She wanted to cry, no not today,
on such a perfect day, but a woman couldn’t control these matters,
and it explained why she was a bucket of tears today. She would ask
her maid to get her some tea to sip while she soaked.

“Sabrina.” Phoebe’s voice came through the
door and Sabrina wondered why she followed her in here. She had
intended to soak in the hot tub for a bit. It helped relieve some
of her discomfort. “There is something we think needs discussed.
You just go about what you are doing and we will remain here.”

Startled, Sabrina sat up. We? “What would
you like to discuss?”

There was silence for a few moments before
Janine finally spoke. “It is about marital relations. More
specifically, the marriage bed.”

Complete silence followed. Sabrina had even
ceased moving in the water.

“You see, Sabrina,” Phoebe offered. “Your
mother died when you were young and we were afraid you wouldn’t
know what to, um, what is expected.”

“Mrs. Davies instructed us on what is
involved, in more detail than I care to know.” Sabrina called out
after a few moments. How could she have forgotten that Marius would
want to do much more than kiss her? Oh dear, marriage wasn’t going
to be completely wonderful.

“Good.” Janine sighed. “I really didn’t know
how we were going to explain the mechanics of it all.”

The other two giggled.

Nobody said anything further and Sabrina lay
in her bath thinking, afraid to ask. Finally she spoke up. “Is it
as unpleasant and embarrassing as Lady Davies led us to
believe?”

“Oh Lord, she sounds like my mother,” Juliet
snorted.

“What did she tell you to expect, other than
the mechanics that is?” Janine prompted.

“The first time is horribly painful but
after about the tenth time your body should be used to the invasion
and you should suffer only minor discomfort.”

“That woman is my mother,” Juliet
exclaimed.

“Well at least Sabrina knows more than I
did, though not completely accurate,” Janine stated.

Sabrina wanted to ask what was inaccurate
but Phoebe prompted Janine to continue with her own story.

“As you know, I was in love with Martin and
we had run off to Scotland. You see I had been completely
sheltered. My mother had told me absolutely nothing.”

“What a shock you must have received.”
Phoebe laughed.

“That isn’t half of it. When Martin
proceeded to seduce me, wanting to touch me in places I believed
were forbidden we had a horrible disagreement. I thought he must be
perverted in some manner and wondered what type of man I had
married. He tried explaining it to me, but I thought he was
daft.”

“You have three sons so Martin had to have
convinced you somehow.” Phoebe continued to laugh

“Oh, that poor man. He refused to return to
England until the marriage was consummated. It took him four days
and Scotch whiskey to convince me to trust him”

Sabrina was the only one not laughing. She
still didn’t understand the mechanics completely and the entire
union sounded odd. At least she had more information than Janine
did on her wedding night.

“Well,” Juliet started. “My mother did
explain everything to me, much to her disgust.”

Sabrina had to agree that it sounded as if
Juliet’s mother and Lady Davies were of the same mind.

“She told me the same as Sabrina was told. I
was so tense on my wedding night Ramsey fed me wine to get me to
relax. After I explained what mother had told me, he told me to
forget I ever had a talk with the woman. Unfortunately, I didn’t
get over the fear that perhaps my mother was right until after the
first time. Thankfully my husband is a patient man and proved how
very wrong my mother was.”

By now Sabrina was listening intently and
began to ask in what way her mother had been wrong, but Phoebe
began her own tale.

“Luckily I was blessed with a mother who
enjoyed her, um, marital duties.”

Sabrina sat up in the bath to listen more
intently. Did she say her mother enjoyed the act?

“She explained the first couple of times may
not be pleasant due to the newness of the situation. She also
assured me that in a very short time I would welcome Taylor’s
attention because he struck her as the type of man who would want
to bring his wife pleasure.”

What kind of pleasure? Nobody had ever
mentioned pleasure.

“Yes, you were very lucky. Not all brides
have the luxury of being prepared as you were.” Juliet sighed.

“At least now Sabrina will be more
knowledgeable than we were,” Janine finally stated.

It took Sabrina a moment to realize they
were not going to add anything. Finally, blushing to her roots, she
asked. “Exactly how does a woman find it pleasurable?”

Her hesitation had the women laughing.
Finally Phoebe spoke. “Just let Marius touch and kiss you wherever
he desires. He will help you discover it for yourself.”

That was no answer. “Do I need to do
anything, for him, besides lie there?”

Again her question was met with giggles.

“Just let him take the lead. You’ll learn
what he enjoys,” Janine finally answered.

“Trust him completely.” Juliet added.

Sabrina realized she was going to learn
nothing else. Yes, she would trust Marius completely and let him do
what he wished. She was just glad it didn’t sound as degrading as
Lady Davies had led her to believe. Finding the act pleasurable had
never entered her mind but she trusted her friends over her past
employer.

A couple of maids entered a few minutes
later as if they had been waiting for the delicate conversation to
end. One carried tea in to Sabrina.

“Here you go Lady Sabrina. These should help
your pains.”

“Thank you Molly, you are a dear.”

After draining the tea and allowing Molly to
wash her hair, Sabrina finally emerged from her bath. After drying
and slipping on some her chemise, shift and stockings she entered
her room. The sight brought her up short. A gown she had never seen
before lay on the bed and her friends were grinning. Phoebe
stood.

“Before you do anything, Sabrina, you need
to try this on.” Turning to the maid. “Molly, can you summon the
seamstress?”

“Where did this come from?”

“You’re fairy godmother, or should I say
godfather. In fact he has taken care of everything.” Phoebe
answered, straightening the gown over Sabrina’s shift.

Turning Sabrina gazed into the mirror and
gasped. “It is beautiful.”

“Your godfather was very specific in what
Cinderella should wear.”

“Who wouldn’t feel like a princess in this
gown?” Sabrina whispered, taking in the beauty of it from the
scooped jeweled neckline and lavender satin bodice to the full,
matching bellowing skirt. Her sleeves were capped and trimmed in
small diamonds. On the bed lay cream gloves, slippers, and
stockings. The beauty of this gift brought tears to her eyes.
Nobody had to tell her who her fairy godfather was.

The seamstress checked the length and fit,
proudly announcing that not one alteration would be needed and took
her leave. Sabrina’s friends sighed with relief.

As soon as the dress was removed, Sabrina
sank into a chair, wishing the tea would relieve some of her
discomfort. “I am still not sure what the dress is for. I assume I
will need to wear it soon, or even today, or he wouldn’t have it
ready.”

“Sabrina,” Phoebe began hesitantly. “Marius
didn’t tell you when you would be wed, did he?”

“No. I assume we will discuss that when he
returns.”

Her friends shared uncomfortable looks
before Juliet spoke. “You are getting married this afternoon.”

 


 



Chapter 21

 


 


Sabrina looked at them. Surely she
misunderstood.

Phoebe hastened to explain. “He has a
special license.”

“He said he wasn’t going to chance you
changing your mind and wanted to marry as quickly as possible after
you said yes,” Janine concluded.

Sabrina sat stunned, absorbing their words.
Slowly, a horrifying thought came to mind. “Oh, dear. He will want
to do that, tonight.”

They all nodded their head in agreement,
mischievous grins upon their faces.

Sabrina’s eyes grew wider and her stomach
did a flip as panic set in. “We’ll tell him it is impossible. We
have to wait a week. That is all.”

“We can’t. All the arrangements have been
made.”

“It doesn’t sound like he was confident in
my answer,” Sabrina grumbled.

Phoebe laughed. “Believe me, he wasn’t. He
said if you rejected him this time he planned on getting drunk and
staying that way.”

Sabrina said nothing further. How could she
get out of her current predicament? She would simply have to tell
him. Just the thought of doing so brought embarrassment and her
face grew hot.

“Is anything amiss?” Juliet asked in a quiet
tone, a worried frown on her lovely face.

Sabrina forced a bright smile. “Nothing.” If
only it were that simple.

 


* * *

 


Marius paced nervously. He prayed he hadn’t
acted hastily since all brides like to plan their own wedding.
Theirs would take place this afternoon at his parent’s townhouse.
Following a dinner with close friends and family with the night
ending with a ball hosted by his parents. The announcement would be
made at that time and Lord Chesterfield would learn it was too late
to do anything to stop them.

Will she be angry with me? Have I been
too presumptuous? Surely she will understand the need to protect
her from Chesterfield now that she was old enough to take
control. He walked to the sideboard and took a glass from the
silver tray. What if she hated the dress? What if she hated the
ceremony? What if she wanted a church?

Taylor took the glass from him, poured
whiskey into it and pushed it back into Marius’ hands. “Drink and
sit down before you drive us all to bedlam.”

Marius sank into the chair beside the window
and sipped the fiery liquid. Surely she will understand the
necessity to rush. Her life could very well depend on it and he
needed to keep her safe.

He started at the quiet knock and looked
toward the door as it opened. His mother popped her head in. “Your
bride has arrived so make yourself ready.”

The woman glowed with happiness, no doubt
she would be hoping for grandchildren within the next year. Marius
bit back a grin. He would be happy to facilitate that very desire,
and would begin this very night. Heaven knew he had wanted to make
love to Sabrina for months now, and imagined the many ways he would
give her pleasure. He just hoped he lasted long enough given he had
been in a state of need for so long his control may disappear the
moment he had her in bed.

He followed Taylor from the library into the
parlor where their guests awaited. His friends took seats with
their wives.

The minister took his place beside Marius
and they both turned toward the door. The moment she stepped into
the room his breath caught. She was more beautiful than he imagined
when he chose the fabric and design of the dress. He was also
surprised by the paleness of her skin, and barely a smile upon her
lips. His gut tightened. She was upset. He promised himself
to make it up to her, somehow, for taking control of her wedding
day.

 


* * *

 


Sabrina truly felt like a princess when she
entered the home of Lord and Lady Wilkes and saw the look on
Marius’s face. She would carry that memory always. He really, truly
loved her. If only she didn’t have to worry about that one small
problem with tonight, the day would be perfect.

Sabrina studied his face, remembering the
first time she had seen him standing in the foyer of the academy.
She had been drawn to him in that moment. Never would she have
dreamed it would have led to this. The sheer emotion of love she
had for this handsome man clogged her throat and tears formed in
her eyes. Marius smiled lovingly as if he understood everything she
was feeling. She blinked them away. She had cried enough tears
today. In fact, she was a veritable watering pot. She needed to
gain control of her emotions now or she would be sobbing like a
baby before they were ever pronounced man and wife.

The kiss he bestowed on her was the
sweetest, most loving, and wonderful kiss she had ever experienced.
It was so unlike the other kisses she had received from him. Those
spoke of passion, this one spoke of love and her heart cinched. She
was the luckiest bride alive, almost.

Dinner passed in a blur. If questioned,
Sabrina would not be able to say she ate or relay the topic of any
discussion she had been involved in. By the time the meal ended her
stomach threatened to reject the food and a headache had begun at
the base of her skull.

“Sabrina.” Marius’ voice broke through her
muddled thoughts. “We should retreat to the library and wait for
the announcement.” He stood and moved to pull her chair out for
her. “Guests for the ball will be arriving soon.”

This was the moment she dreaded. She allowed him to take her arm.
Once they entered the library, Marius shut the door and turned
toward her.

“Sabrina, I am sorry, but I didn’t feel I
had any choice.”

She blinked up at him. What was he talking
about?

“I don’t trust that your uncle will not do
you harm, especially now. I didn’t want to leave you unprotected
another moment.”

“I understand.” Why was he going on like
this?

Marius turned away and began to pace and
pushing his fingers through his hair. “I know that brides like to
choose their own dress and plan their own wedding. I don’t blame
you for being upset that I took this from you.”

He was making no sense. “Marius, what are
you talking about?”

He stopped and looked at her. “You’re upset
and I am trying to apologize.”

It finally dawned on her what he was trying
to apologize for. Sabrina stepped forward and took his hand. “I am
not upset about any of the things you mentioned. I couldn’t have
chosen a lovelier gown myself.”

“But you are angry over something, or perhaps worried.”

The moment of truth had come and Sabrina
turned away. She took a deep breath and squared her shoulders.
“I’ve been worried that you will be angry with me, or at least
disappointed.”

“Sabrina, how could I possibly be angry with
you, especially today.”

She took a deep breath and blurted out,
“Because we can’t be intimate.”

 


* * *

 


Marius was approaching from behind to offer
comfort but her words stopped him in his tracks. So, that is why
she is so pale. She is worried about tonight. A smile pulled at his
lips and he continued forward until he could pull her close and
wrapped his arms around her waist. “There is nothing to be worried
about. I am sure all brides are nervous. . .”

She pulled away from him, her back rigid.
“That isn’t it.”

He couldn’t imagine why else she would make
such a statement.

Sabrina turned to look at him, eyes moist
with tears and face red as the deepest roses in his mother’s
garden. His heart sank.

She blinked a few times and looked at the
ceiling, as if searching for the right words. The fact that she was
clearly embarrassed by the hue of her skin set his mind to other
possibilities. No, anything but that. “Sabrina, is it
because of a female matter?” Now his face heated. He had never had
a discussion such as this, especially with a woman. He learned the
facts at a young age and it was never discussed again.

“Yes,” she squeaked out.

“When?” He asked with slow deliberation.
Let it be days already, please.

“This morning.” Her voice was so quiet he
was afraid, or perhaps hoped, he hadn’t heard right, but his gut
told him he had.

“How long?”

Sabrina bit her bottom lip and looked at the
floor. “About five days.”

“No,” Marius groaned. This was not happening
to him. He had waited months to be with her and couldn’t wait to
make love to Sabrina and now that she was his wife, he could, but
not for five more days.

A tear slipped down her cheek and he
immediately regretted his reaction.

“Are you very angry with me?” She asked the
question to the carpet, still not looking at him.”

“Angry? Of course not.” He marched forward,
put his finger under her chin and forced her to look up at him.
“How could I possibly be angry at something like this? It isn’t as
if you have any control over the situation.”

Sabrina let out a breath and her shoulders
relaxed. This was what had her in a state of nerves, near panic, at
dinner.

“Disappointed?” Her eyes searched his
face.

“Very,” he easily admitted with a smile. “I
was greatly anticipating tonight but one can’t control nature.”

She straightened again.

He leaned forward and touched his lips to
hers; reminding himself that passion would be of no benefit at the
moment. When he pulled back he smiled down at her. “I will simply
have to wait a bit longer than I planned.” He pulled her closer.
“However, when the time comes, you will be mine. I may not let you
out of bed for a week.”

Her eyes grew wide and she bit her bottom
lip. Good Lord, he needed to be quiet before he had her sick with
worry for the next week.

“I love you,” The words were soft and the
relief in her eyes tore at his heart.

“And I love you. More than I ever thought it
possible to love another human being.”

A knock at the door interrupted them and
husband and wife pulled apart.

“Come,” Marius called.

The footman entered and bowed. “It is time.”
He bowed his head and exited the room.

Marius took Sabrina’s arm and led her down
the hallway and stopped right before the door where they could hear
his mother’s announcement.

“There have been a number of discussions
this evening regarding my son and Lady Sabrina.” His mother’s voice
rang out from the ballroom over the crowd and Marius escorted his
wife toward the entrance. “I, for one, am thankful the truth is out
and all can now see that Lady Sabrina is an innocent young woman
caught up in difficult circumstances.” A number of heads nodded at
her statement. “Given that the truth is now known it gives me great
pleasure to announce that my son, Marius Parker, married Lady
Sabrina Chester just four short hours ago and that is entire reason
for this ball.”

Marius gave his wife a quick kiss and
escorted her through the door.

“May I introduce Mr. Marius Parker and his
wife, Lady Sabrina Parker.”

 


* * *

 


The groom pulled the bride into the entry.
Sabrina knew his mother would announce their marriage but this was
more than she expected. Much like dinner, the ball was a blur. This
time the cause was pure elation at finally marrying the man she
loved, a whirlwind of dancing, and the constantly flowing champagne
probably had a lot to do with it as well. Everything was right in
the world.

Shortly before midnight Marius pulled
Sabrina from the gathering. She was pleasantly exhausted and
allowed him to lead her to the carriage for the ride to her new
home.

Reece, Marius’s butler, was waiting to open
the door when they arrived. After welcoming the new lady to the
home he disappeared. Marius led Sabrina up the stairs to the room
she would use as her own. Molly was waiting for Sabrina and took
over readying her for the night after Marius closed the door.
Relief flowed through her to know she would have a chamber to
herself. She may have shared a bed with Marius once before, but
they weren’t married. In fact, they barely knew each other. Much
had changed since then.

Sabrina stood in the center of her new
chamber and turned a slow circle in awe. It was larger than any
room she had ever slept in before. A fire burned bright, taking
away any chill the night would have brought on, and a large bed,
made of cherry wood sat on the opposite wall, a dark rose coverlet
falling to the floor on both sides. An evergreen chair sat beside
the fireplace along with a small table. Beneath the window, a
settee, upholstered in a lighter green sat with throw pillows
covered in dark rose rested against the back. Sabrina sighed. It
was a perfect room for Cinderella.

Given the circumstances Sabrina didn’t
expect to see Marius until tomorrow morning so she washed, brushed
her hair, donned her nightgown and was soon tucked into the bed.
Excitement of the day still flowed through her but she was also
exhausted all the same. One thing was certain, this would be her
most memorable birthday.

 


* * *

 


As this night was not going to turn out how
he planned, Marius opted for a night shirt he hadn’t worn in years
to preserve Sabrina’s modesty. Less than a week, he reminded
himself, and then he could return to how he preferred to sleep – in
nothing at all. He poured a glass of wine and waited for his bride
but when half an hour passed he tapped on the door connecting their
rooms and stepped through when she answered. Though he wasn’t sure
what to expect, he was surprised to find her in bed. Her white
night gown was buttoned to the throat and her hair spilled down
around her shoulders. This was going to be the most difficult night
of his life. He’d thought the revealing items he had purchased
would be provocative. Nothing could compare to the virginal night
gown she now wore.

She looked up at him shyly. “Did you come to
say goodnight?”

He stepped through the door and walked until
he stood next to the bed. “Not exactly. It was my intention that
you would be more comfortable readying yourself for bed in
here.”

“Thank you.”

“It is not my intention for you to sleep in
here however.”

“But Marius, you know...”

“That has nothing to do with the situation,”
he interrupted her. “I have no intention of sleeping away from my
wife tonight or any night.”

“I thought it was customary that husbands
and wives sleep apart, except for more intimate moments.”

“Not as far as I am concerned.” He pulled
the covers away and scooped her out of the bed. “Besides, one never
knows when intimacy is desired and it is damn inconvenient when
your spouse is in another bed.” He carried her through the
adjourning door and deposited her in his bed. Standing back he
looked down at her. “This is much more to my liking.”

 


 



Chapter 22

 


 


As she had the first night they shared a bed
all those months ago, Sabrina stayed to one side of the bed until
she fell asleep. Though he wanted to hold her, Marius felt it best
for his own sanity to remain away. It had taken him well over an
hour to fall asleep. He knew he hadn’t slept for long before
awakening again. Sabrina, in her sleep, had curled around him. His
arm rested around her waist. Her hand rested on his abdomen.
Completely awake, he stared into the darkness. Enjoying the feel of
her and aching with need. It wasn’t until she rolled on her other
side and snuggled her backside against him that he was able to
relax again after willing the desirous tension to leave his body.
He slept fitfully afterward, always waking to find himself wrapped
around her from behind. By the time the sky began to lighten he had
finally given up sleeping altogether. Quietly he dressed and left
the room.

The house was completely deserted, which is
how he had planned it for this week and had given each of the
servants a holiday. Making his way to the kitchen he looked for
something to occupy him and was soon kneading bread for that
day.

This is not how he had planned on spending
the first morning after being married. Of course he knew he would
be seeing to their meals, and he didn’t mind, but not this early.
He had envisioned that he and Sabrina would do everything together
in the solitude of the house. Of course that everything had only
included cooking, eating, sleeping, and making love. He should be
happy to have three of those, Marius admonished himself. Besides, a
week wasn’t forever; it would just feel like it. He punched his
fist into the rising dough but it did little to alleviate his
frustration.

 


* * *

 


Sabrina woke to an empty room and bed. After
washing and brushing her hair , she went in search of her clothing.
There were half a dozen dresses in the closet but she did not
recognize them, other than the wedding dress from yesterday. The
drawers in the armoire were partially full, but none of these items
were familiar either and she was especially embarrassed over some
of the more delicate, sheer material. Quickly shutting the drawers
and looked for another similar cabinet, but none were to be found.
Returning to Marius’ chamber, she stood in the middle of the room
wondering where her clothes were. Worse, though she tried not to
dwell on it, who did those other items belonged to? Marius must
have forgotten that his mistress had left her clothing behind or
surely he would have gotten rid of them before he married.

She turned and looked at the bed. How many
women had shared it with her husband? Sabrina abruptly turned, not
liking where her thoughts were going. Marius promised to faithful
to her and Sabrina trusted him in that. This was the first day of
the rest of their life together and she must ignore what probably
occurred in the past. But first, she had to find her clothes and
second, find a way to get rid of the others. Returning to bed, she
decided to wait until Molly made an appearance so she could find
out where her clothes had been stored.

 


* * *

 


Marius was smiling as he mounted the stairs.
It hadn’t been his original intention when he had gone to the
kitchen but as he cooked the thought came to him. What better way
for a bride to wake than with breakfast served to her in bed by her
new husband? Well, there was one better way, but it was best not to
dwell on what he could not have.

He also envisioned waking her with kisses
before placing the tray on her lap. He had not expected her to be
sitting up in bed with a pondering look on her face. She must have
been up at least once because her hair was brushed and pulled back
with one of the ribbons he had seen with her toiletries. Lord, she
was beautiful and enticing.

Sabrina appeared as shocked to see Marius
standing in the door as he appeared at finding her.

“What are you doing up?” He asked.

“I thought I would dress and join you for
breakfast.”

Smiling, he stepped further into the room.
“Oh, you’ll be joining me for breakfast, but I had something a
little different in mind.”

“What would that be?”

“Breakfast in bed of course.” He placed the
large tray in the middle of the bed.

The aroma of fresh, hot bread and coffee was
strong. Sabrina’s stomach grumbled while Marius sat carefully on
the other side of the bed. He bit back a smile at the sound. It
reminded him of the first meal they shared together after he picked
her up on the side of the road. He proceeded to prepare a plate of
ham, eggs, and fresh bread with raspberry preserves. Coffee and
chocolate accompanied the meal.

“This is delicious.” Sabrina finished off a
slice of bread.

“Thank you. I hoped you would be
pleased.”

Eyeing him curiously. “You prepared this
yourself?”

“Of course. Besides, there is no one else. I
gave all the servants a holiday for a week.”

Sabrina’s eyes widened. “All of the
servants? Why?”

“Because, my dear, I wanted to be completely
alone with you.”

She frowned. “I am just surprised.”

Marius hastily continued. “I wasn’t able to
plan a wedding trip. I hope you are not disappointed.”

“Of course I’m not disappointed. I am happy
to be here with you.” Pausing as she sipped her chocolate. “Are we
going to be reclusive as well?”

“That had been my plan. However,
circumstances have caused me to alter those plans.”

Sabrina blushed. So he had thought to spend
a week like That.

“Instead, I’ll take you to the museums and
all those other mentally stimulating places you wanted to
visit.

Sabrina smiled at this. “That will be
wonderful and I only see one problem.”

He quirked his eyebrow in question.

“Do you know where my clothing is?”

“They are in the other chamber.” He gestured
toward the door.

“I didn’t find them.”

Marius looked up from his breakfast. “Molly
assured me that your clothes had been placed in the closet and the
undergarments in the armoire. There is not much there but surely
enough to last a week, until we retrieve the rest of your
belongings.”

Sabrina’s cheeks grew pink. “Those are not
my clothes. I’ve never seen the dresses before and the, um,
undergarments are, ah, delicate.”

Marius bit the inside of his cheek to keep
from smiling. “Who do you think the clothing belongs to?”

She looked away, her blush deepened. “I
assumed they belonged to one of your mistresses.”

Marius raised his eyebrows. “Why would you
think that?” His wife was now turning a lovely shade of red.

“Mostly because of the, um, intimate
apparel. I can’t imagine what other type of woman would wear
something so, um, revealing.”

Marius couldn’t keep the grin off his face.
“Perhaps a wife?”

Sabrina looked up and eyed him
suspiciously.

“We couldn’t pack your own things or it
would have ruined the surprise so I consigned a small wardrobe when
I ordered your wedding dress.”

Sabrina’s eyes grew wider and she began to
pale. “You picked out those sheer, lacy items for me to wear?”

At her shock and dismay, Marius began to
wonder if she had ever been told the more personal aspects of
marriage. She was too appalled for him to ask her now. “Don’t
worry, Sabrina. Those are for in the future, when we are more
comfortable with one another.”

Sabrina rose from the bed. “Since those are
mine, after all, then I suppose I should dress for the day.”
Quickly she left the room and closed the door behind her. The doors
connecting Marius’s room to the dressing room and bathing chamber
were also closed.

Marius chuckled as he finished his
breakfast. Only one week and he could start working on relieving
Sabrina of her shyness.

 


* * *

 


Sabrina felt completely composed when she
entered the kitchen a short time later. She only assumed this is
where Marius had gone since his chamber was vacant of him and the
remains of their breakfast. She found him stacking the dishes,
preparing to clean them.

“Excuse me, but I believe that is my chore,”
she announced coming into the kitchen.

“I don’t expect or want you to do anything,
Sabrina, except perhaps keep me company.”

Locating an apron, she tied it around her
neck and back. “Nonsense. I can’t let you do it all and since I
can’t cook, I will clean.” Smiling brightly at him.

Marius stood before her, ready to argue.

“Please, I would like to do this. You can
keep me company,” she urged him.

Reluctantly, Marius handed over the towel
and took a seat at the large work table, not far from the sink.
Sabrina retrieved his cup from the tray and poured him some more
coffee before she began cleaning the dishes.

“That is the part I hate, you know.”

“What is?” Sabrina looked over her shoulder
to where he was sitting.

“Cleaning up after I have cooked.”

Sabrina laughed. “Then it is a good thing
you married me.” She turned back to the dishes.

 


* * *

 


For the first part of the week Marius and
Sabrina didn’t venture from the house. They still wanted to visit
the attractions but neither wanted to encounter other people and
preferred to stay in their own private world. Marius tried to teach
Sabrina to cook but after three meals they determined that for
their own health she should stick to cleaning. He taught her
billiards and was immediately sorry. Not only did she have an
incredible knack for the game, but her position over the table did
nothing for his frustrated state. If he wasn’t watching her rounded
behind, he was glimpsing down the front of her gown as she bent
over the table to take her shots. When he could take no more, he
taught her chess. At least this ate away a number of the hours.

The nights were the most difficult for
Marius, who slept less and less as his wife developed the habit of
curling around him. Mentally he crossed off each day that passed
and counted the days until they could consummate the marriage.

They had been married four days and Marius
lay awake in bed listening to Sabrina’s even breathing. She had
been asleep only a short time and the hour was just approaching
midnight. He was wondering if he would even be able to sleep that
night when he heard the scuff of a boot across the foyer and the
creek of a door. He wasn’t expecting any of the servants this soon
but perhaps one returned early. Yet, he was also on the alert in
the event Chesterfield decided to harm Sabrina.

Gently, so as not to disturb his wife,
Marius drew on pants and a shirt. Picking up his gun he silently
made his way down the stairs. As he approached the landing in the
foyer the acrid smell of smoke burned his nostrils and he rushed
toward the kitchen, afraid he had left something on the stove. He
came to a halt at the entrance of the dining room quickly filling
with smoke and Marius ran toward the kitchen. It was completely
engulfed and he knew he would not be able to put the fire out on
his own. Racing back through the dining room, he paused briefly in
the entry as a light from the parlor caught his attention. The back
wall was burning in this room as well. On the other side of the
wall was the library and Marius hurried to see if the fire had
spread. This room too was on fire, but was burning in a separate
area. All three fires were independent of one another and not all
three could be accidents. By the time he returned to the foyer, the
dining room was engulfed and the fire in the parlor had spread to
the draperies. Running up the stairs, he slammed all the doors to
his chamber shut and began shaking Sabrina awake. “The house is on
fire. You need to wake up.”

Slowly she opened her eyes, a bit dazed.
Within a fraction of a second her eyes widened. “Fire.”

“Yes.” Marius called back to her. He began
searching the wardrobe for something she could wear. The white
night gown would be too noticeable and he planned on escaping the
house undetected. He found a pair of dark pants and shirt and
tossed them to her. “Put these on. Your nightgown will be too much
of a hindrance.”

Sabrina scampered to dress while his back
was turned and Marius located dark jackets for both of them.
Escaping by the front door would alert anyone watching that they
had survived, even if it were still possible. The kitchen door at
the back of the house was impossible to get to. Smoke was slipping
beneath the bedroom door and he was afraid they were running out of
time. After stuffing a rug against the crack beneath the door, he
went to the window. Cautiously he opened it glancing out. Nobody
was within the small enclosed garden. Even though it was a dark
night, the fire from the inside of the house illuminated the area
well. His only concern was getting safely to the ground.

Sabrina came to stand next to him and looked
out as well.

“It is only two stories. We should be fine.”
Marius climbed out the window. “Do what I do and I’ll catch
you.”

Holding on he let his body stretch until he
let go and dropped to the ground. Once he had his footing he looked
up and encouraged his wife to do the same. Sabrina didn’t hesitate
and climbed out the window after him. He should have known she
wouldn’t cower. She held on and let her body drop. After a moment
she let go and fell into Marius’ arms, but her sudden weight
knocked into his chest and Marius ended up on her backside losing
hold of his wife. Marius quickly kneeled over her. “Are you
hurt?”

Sabrina sat up and dusted off her hands. “It
would take much more to injury me.”

Marius stood and offered his hand. Sabrina
took it and he pulled her to her feet. They turned to look up at
the room the just vacated. Light was now coming from within which
meant the fire had breached the second floor and their room. They
escaped just in time.

Marius grabbed her hand and led her away
from the house. “We need to keep to the shadows. Don’t let anyone
see you. I’ll explain when we are away.”

Sabrina nodded mutely, grasping his hand
tightly and followed Marius down a back ally. Less than a block
away he lifted her onto a stone wall and was quickly over the side,
helping her down. This was the closest and safest place Marius
could think of and prayed at least a few servants were in the
kitchen to help him.

At first he tapped on the door lightly. He
didn’t want to alert anyone who may be lurking in the ally of their
presence. When no response came and he knocked a little louder,
silently cursing for someone to answer the door. He just prayed he
didn’t bring danger here as well.

“Mr. Parker.” The none-too-formal valet
stated in surprise as he opened the door.

“Yes, Jones. We need to come in.” Marius
pushed past the man.

“Of course.” The valet stood back and closed
the door behind them.

Marius ushered Sabrina into the kitchen
where she sank into a chair. Her eyes were wide with shock and she
was pale.

“Do you know where Chambers went this
evening?” Marius asked, turning to the servant.

“I believe he was to attend the Chesterfield
ball, Sir.”

Sabrina looked at Marius in surprise.

“Their home is only a street away from ours.
Someone has probably already noticed the fire,” Marius said with
some thought. He had completely forgotten the ball.

“Jones, I need you to find Dillon as quickly
as possible. It is imperative that nobody knows we are here for the
moment.”

“Yes, sir. I understand.” Which Marius
didn’t doubt. The servant had an uncanny way of knowing everything
that went on in the lives of others and he didn’t doubt Dillon had
probably told him everything.

“Could you bring us some brandy before you
leave?” Marius asked, worried about his pale wife.

“Of course, sir. Shall you remain in the
kitchen?”

“Yes, I don’t want to be seen through the
windows and I doubt anyone will think to look here anyway, but this
room is safest.”

“Very good, sir,” Jones said before leaving
through the back door.

Marius poured a drink for both of them and
sank into a chair beside his wife. Sabrina took a small drink
before turning her eyes on her husband. “You don’t think the fire
was an accident, do you?”

Shaking his head, “No. I know it was not.”
And he went on to explain what he had found below.

Tears began to form in her eyes. “Oh, Marius
I am so sorry. We should have never married. It only put you in
danger.”

“That is nonsense. Had we not married, I
don’t doubt your uncle would have tried something similar because
you have reached you majority. You could have been killed because
you would have been alone.”

Sabrina shuddered. “Your home was
destroyed.”

Marius reached over and squeezed her hand.
“It was only a house. Everything can be rebuilt and new items
purchased. The important thing is that we are alive. You are the
one thing I can never replace.”

Sabrina smiled at him weakly.

 


 



Chapter 23

 


 


Jones was gone barely a half an hour before
he came through the back door. “I know you wanted to keep you
presences quiet, Mr. Parker, but I am afraid Lords Meadows and
Sandlin may have caught on.” The man looked away. “They know I
don’t leave the house at night.” He focused back on the two. “They
will be here shortly.”

“Is the house still burning,” Sabrina asked
while tears pooled in her eyes.

“Yes, I am afraid.” He shook his head and
put a pot of water on to boil. “There was quite a crowd gathered.”
He turned to them. “Your parents are very distraught, Mr. Parker. I
suggested your mother come here to await news as this home is
closest to yours. And, I know you want your presence to remain
secret, Mr. Parker, but I couldn’t bear to see the ladies so upset,
or the gentlemen either.”

Marius shook his head. “It is fine Jones. I
can trust each of them completely.”

The valet sighed. “Those were my beliefs as
well. However, your wife’s uncle was standing not too far away so I
suggest you stay hidden until we can be assured only those you
trust arrive.”

Agreeing, Marius took a seat next to
Sabrina. Jones left to prepare for the guests.

It was another half hour later before they
were all seated in Dillon’s parlor and Jones was serving brandy,
wine and tea. The group was strangely quiet and Marius waited out
of sight listening. “Is this all that will be joining us sir?”

“I believe so, Jones,” Dillon answered.

“Then I can be assured that Lord
Chesterfield will not be appearing?”

“I can assure you, that man will never be
welcome in this house.” Dillon spit out with hatred. “I have no
doubt he is responsible for the fire and I won’t rest until I have
that proof.”

“Very well, sir, but there is something you
should know.” The valet stated, closing the draperies. “Mr. Parker
and his wife escaped the fire. I couldn’t say anything further
until I knew only those you trusted were present.”

Surprised gasps followed his statement.
“Where is my son?” Lady Wilkes asked, standing.

“I am right here, Mother.”

Marius had barely stepped in the room before
his mother was hugging him and crying. Phoebe embraced Sabrina in a
similar fashion. It was some moments before the group had calmed
and was sitting again. Marius explained about the three separate
fires and how he and Sabrina had made their escape.

“I walked around the house. The windows were
all closed,” Taylor stated, surprised.

Marius looked at Sabrina confused. “Did you
close the window somehow after you climbed out?”

Shaking her head. “No. It never occurred to
me to even try.”

“Then who closed the window?”

“I did.” A voice came from the end of the
hall. “I was about to climb up myself and alert you when I saw you
escape. I closed the window after you and followed until I knew you
had reached safety.” Timothy Shields walked further into the room.
“Since I last talked with you, I have had a few men keeping an eye
on your wife. As soon as I heard of the marriage I knew
Chesterfield wouldn’t wait long.”

“Shields, is that you? What do you know of
this?” Dillon asked.

“He has been trying to keep alive and find a
way to bring Chesterfield to justice. Shields was with Sabrina’s
father when he was killed,” Marius explained.

Sabrina looked at the man with interest.

“One of my men saw a few unsavory characters
around your home earlier. There were too many for him to confront
alone and by the time he returned with help, they were gone and the
fires had been set.” He accepted a glass of amber liquid. “Because
you remained hidden I knew you suspected the truth so I closed the
window to lead Chesterfield to believe you were still inside.”

“Thank you, this should buy us some time. At
least until they comb through the destruction and find no bodies,”
Marius stated as Sabrina shivered at his side.

“I would suggest you disappear for a while.
Once Chesterfield realizes you are missing and not dead, he may
panic and hopefully finally make a mistake.”

“I agree with him,” Taylor stated.

“Never underestimate your enemy or take
safety for granted,” Phoebe added seriously.

Marius clasped Sabrina’s hand and thought
for a moment. He wanted to confront the man now but had no proof.
Besides, it would only bring another attempt. The best thing they
could do is make the man worry or perhaps draw him out when they
were prepared to face him.

“You are right, of course. However, Sabrina
and I can’t go anywhere at the moment. This is the only clothing we
have and I don’t dare draw on my accounts or he will know we are
alive.”

“Just make a plan of where you can disappear
to. I’ll find clothing for you both. Meet me at the end of the ally
in two hours, before the sun rises. It is best to be away from
London before Chesterfield is any wiser.”

Marius nodded his head and turned toward his
father, who began digging in his pockets. “It is not much, son.
Lady Willaby took me at Whist tonight.” His father handed over the
remainder of his funds.

Each of the other gentlemen pulled out the
purses they carried and handed it to Marius while Dillon went to
his desk and pulled out a lock box, handing over yet more to
Marius. It was enough to see him and Sabrina through for some time,
depending on where they went. “I appreciate your generosity.”
Marius was touched at their offering. “I’ll see that each of you
are paid back.”

“Don’t worry about it, Marius. Just stay
safe.” Taylor clapped him on the shoulder.

“Do you know where you will be going, Son?”
His father asked.

Marius thought for a few moments, before
turning to Sabrina to answer him. “I have an idea but I will send
word once we get there and have our bearings. It will be safer if
you don’t know.” He knew none of them would ever betray him but
felt it was safer, for them as well, if they knew very little. He
squeezed his wife’s hand.

 


* * *

 


Sabrina looked into his eyes. Despite all he
had lost and that he was being forced to leave London at the
beginning of the Season, all she saw how much he cared for her.

“Why don’t you gentlemen go discuss possible
plans in the library,” Phoebe suggested. “I want to be sure Sabrina
is fine.”

Marius looked at her closely.

Sabrina smiled at him. “I am fine. I just
think she wants to talk to me alone.”

“Are you sure you are alright?”

“Go on.”

As soon as the gentlemen left and closed the
door, Phoebe opened her reticule, taking out money of her own funds
and pressed it into Sabrina’s hand. “I want you to take this.
Marius shouldn’t be the only one with funds available.”

Sabrina started to protest, but Janine and
Lady Wilkes stepped forward. “I agree dear. Though I know my son
would make sure you are provided for, one can’t be too careful.”
Lady Wilkes pressed more notes into Sabrina’s hand.

Janine was grinning when she handed over her
a small bag. “I won this off of Lady Willaby after Lord Wilkes
vacated his seat.”

“It’s good to know that even if my husband
couldn’t provide for his son, he was able to provide for his
daughter-in-law.” The ladies chuckling as the tension began to
subside.

Before she knew what was happening the tears
welled in her eyes, her chest tightened and Sabrina was sobbing.
“My cousin. Someone needs to get word to him. Juliette is
increasing and shouldn’t be upset needlessly.”

“I will visit her this evening, on our way
home. If they are asleep, I will visit first thing in the morning,”
Phoebe promised.

Banging at the door silenced the room.
Panicked Sabrina looked around for a place to hide. Phoebe pushed
her behind a door as Chambers strode down the hall after Jones. Who
would be calling at this hour?

A few moments later Dillon returned, Felding
followed him. The poor man looked as agitated as the others had a
short time earlier.

“Thank God you are safe.”

“As you can see, we are well.” Marius
stated. “But, that needs to remain a secret.” He continued by
explaining about the fire.

“Chesterfield is still there, along with a
few others, waiting for the fire to be extinguished. I’m afraid
there is nothing left.”

“I expected as much.” Marius pulled Sabrina
close and looked down at her. “We should go, Shields will be
waiting soon.”

Sabrina hugged each of the women briefly
before she followed Marius out of the back of the house. As they
had before, they stuck to the shadows as they made their way to the
end of the ally. As had been promised, a hackney waited at the
opening with Shields in the driver’s seat. “There are clothes
inside. I’m going to take you out of London to the next coach stop.
It will be easier to travel by common coach. Others won’t be paying
you as much attention.”

Marius helped Sabrina in and took a seat
beside her. After pulling the shades, they settled back for the
first leg of the trip. Though Sabrina eventually drifted asleep in
the silence, Marius remained awake, trying to figure out a plan. If
they didn’t gain the upper hand, they would always be looking over
their shoulder and at a disadvantage.

 


* * *

 


Dawn was just breaking when they arrived at
their destination. Marius left Sabrina alone in the carriage so she
could change into a modest gown.

The two men were shaking hands when Sabrina
finally emerged, glad to be back in familiar clothing.

“I will send word if and when I learn
anything of Chesterfield.”

“Thank you for everything, Mr. Shields.”

After bowing to Sabrina, he climbed back
into the driver’s seat and drove away.

“Where are we going?” She finally asked.

“To Summer Hope. Wouldn’t you like to see
your inheritance?”

 


 



Chapter 24

 


 


They traveled by public coach for two full
days. Six people were crowded into the seats and Sabrina wondered
if they would ever arrive. The first night they stayed in an inn
along the way. They were so tired that they barely ate their dinner
before falling into an exhausted sleep. It was the first full
night’s sleep Marius had gotten since he married Sabrina six days
ago.

At the end of the second day they arrived in
the village of Hopedale. Summer Hope sat on the outskirts. Knowing
the place was deserted, they spent the night again in the local
inn. Once again sleeping soundly, glad they were close to their
destination.

The day was bright, clear and warm when
Sabrina woke. They would be at their new home soon and things
looked brighter, if only for a short time. Until her uncle located
them. Before traveling to the house, however, Marius decided to pay
a call on a local solicitor who had been taking care of Sabrina’s
mother’s family and who had been corresponding with Jacobs in
London. Though he wanted their presence to be a secret for a short
time, he didn’t want to be shot as a trespasser either.

After partaking of breakfast in the common
room, Marius gained directions to the solicitor’s office. The front
room was empty, but for a few chairs. A small desk at the end of
the room sat vacant. Behind it, a door was partially open. Marius
motioned for Sabrina to remain by the entry while he approached and
knocked on the apparent office door, calling out at the same
time.

“Yes?” An older voice came from behind the
door.

Marius pushed it further open to see an
older thin man sitting behind a huge desk, piled with papers. The
walls surrounding him were filled with books. He looked haggard and
tired as if too much had been put on him. He held a document in his
hand.

“My wife and I would like a moment of your
time, Mr. Harden. If it is convenient.”

The man sighed deeply and seemed to sink in
his chair after taking in Marius appearance. Shields had brought
clothes servants should be wearing and they were well worn. Marius
looked far different from his normal appearance. “Come in. This day
can’t get much worse. How can I help you?”

“I am Marius Parker, recently married to
Lady Sabrina Chester and newly arrived from London.”

The man’s eyes grew wide and his face paled.
“That is impossible sir. I don’t know who you are but you most
certainly are not the man you claim to be.”

Marius was taken aback by the reply. “I
assure you, sir, I am Mr. Parker. My wife and I wanted to introduce
ourselves before we traveled to Summer Hope.”

The older man rose from his chair, bracing
his knuckles on the desk. “I don’t know what you are trying to pull
young man but Mr. Parker is dead.”

“I assure you, sir, I am very much alive.”
Marius argued back wondering if he could trust this man. Surely
news of the fire couldn’t have reached here before their
arrival.

“I hold here a letter from Lord Chesterfield
informing of his niece’s death in a fire. It arrived just this
morning.”

“Lord Chesterfield should have waited to see
if any bodies were found before he wrote.” Marius argued back. “I
assure you that my wife and I did survive the fire.”

The older man studied him. “Do you have
proof you are who you say?”

“No, sir. Regretfully, everything I own
burned a few nights back.”

“What is amiss?” Marius turned, surprised to
see Sabrina in the door.

“Mr. Harden doesn’t believe we are who we
say we are. Your uncle has already written of our demise.”

“Lady Sabrina.” The solicitor choked.

Sabrina turned toward the man who was
looking at her oddly. “Yes.”

“I can’t believe it is possible. I thought
all hope was lost.”

“I am very much alive, Mr. Harden.”

“Why do you believe my wife and not me?”

“It’s obvious, sir.” The solicitor replied
indignantly.

“What is obvious?” Marius asked,
perplexed.

“She is the exact image of her mother, nor
has she changed all that much since she was here as a child.”

Sabrina smiled sadly at the man.

“Please, please sit down. Can I get you
anything? It was just a few days ago that I received the
announcement of your marriage from my brother-in-law.”

“Who would that be sir?” Sabrina asked,
taking a seat.

“Why Jacobs, of course.”

“I had no idea you were related.” Sabrina
stated with surprise.

“Yes, well I married his sister.” The man
sat back down. “You can’t begin to imagine how pleased we all were
to learn you had married and your uncle would no longer control the
jobs and land.”

“Have things been difficult?” Sabrina sat
forward with concern.

“Oh dear, I shouldn’t put all of this on you
at once, but you should know that since your father’s death,
everything in this village had suffered.”

“How so?” Marius asked. After all, he now
held the control Chesterfield once did.

“First Lord Chesterfield raised the rents,
and has continued to do so but he refuses to raise wages. Some
families are near starvation. When some were unable to meet their
obligation they were burned out. There is no longer a widow’s
pension, or any pension for that matter. The workers have lost hope
of owning anything of their own ever again. The school has been
closed. Children now work in the mines. The only reason most have
hung on was because Lady Sabrina was old enough to marry, hoping
she would marry a fair man.” The solicitor paused for a moment and
took in the surprised faces. “Oh dear. I shouldn’t have gone on
like that.”

“No. It is quite alright. I would like to
know everything my uncle has done.” Sabrina’s back went rigid.
Anger radiated from her being.

“As would I.” Marius agreed.

The man sat for a moment then reached for
the books. “This is the accounting for the mines, the wages, and
the rents.”

Marius opened the books on the desk before
him. Sabrina pulled her chair up for a closer look. Each employee
and tenant was listed and the columns included the wages they were
paid and the rent that was due. After some of the names deceased
had been written and the date of death and a notation of the wife’s
name. Wages ceased to be paid after the death yet the rent amount
remained the same. Ten men had died in the past year alone. The
figures were staggering. Finally he closed the book and looked up
at the solicitor. “The rent is over half the wages. How do they get
by?”

The solicitor shook his head sadly. “They
don’t. It is the hardest for the widows. When what little savings
is gone, they have to try and find work somewhere but half of the
businesses have closed and those that are open don’t have the means
to hire extra help.”

“I notice the rents are due tomorrow. What
will happen if they can’t be paid?” Sabrina asked.

The solicitor began to squirm in his seat.
“A way is always found. Nobody has been forced out since those
first few months.”

“Mr. Harden, I need to speak with you.” A
female’s voice came through the door. Sabrina and Marius turned to
find a young woman stepping inside the room. She was expecting a
child in the not so distant future. Marius automatically stood at
her entrance as did Mr. Harden. Seeing the solicitor was not alone,
the newcomer blushed and began backing out the door. “Excuse
me.”

The solicitor came around the desk. “It is
fine Mary. How can I help you?”

Glancing at Sabrina and Marius, Mary bit her
bottom lip. She hesitated for a few moments before she turned her
attention back to the solicitor and began to speak. “It is the
rent, Mr. Harden. I have tried to save everything, but I have to
feed my son. I don’t know what to do. If I gave you everything I
had it still wouldn’t be enough. I know I have asked before, but is
there any way you could help again?” Tears formed in her eyes.

Mr. Harden smiled at her sympathetically.
“You know I will help where I can, Mary.”

The woman seemed to relax at his words.

“However, you should now address Mr. Parker
with your request.” Mr. Harden turned toward Marius to make the
introduction. “Mr. Parker, may I present Mary McGregor. Mr. Parker
has recently married Lady Sabrina and now makes the decisions.”

Mary paled visibly and nodded her head in
greeting.

Seeing her discomfort, Marius stepped
forward. “I assure you, Mrs. McGregor, that if you are having
difficulty with the rent, I am certain we can work something
out.”

Tears began to come to the woman’s eyes
again. “Thank you. Honestly, I try to save, but it is so
difficult.”

“Why don’t you ask your husband to come see
me in a day or so and we will discuss arrangements.”

Mary sighed. “That is kind of you, but my
husband was killed in a mining accident three months back, so it is
I you’ll need to speak with.”

“I am truly sorry for your loss, especially
at this time. I am still trying to figure everything out but, given
your circumstances, don’t worry about paying rent. Take care of
yourself and your child.” Marius added with a smile.

“Oh, thank you so much. You are a blessing,
Mr. Parker.”

Uncomfortable with her gratitude, Marius
stepped back, looking to his wife. “Mrs. McGregor, may I present my
wife Lady Sabrina Parker.”

Sabrina stood, smiling at the woman to greet
her and all warmth fell from Mary’s face as she curtsied. “Pleased
to meet you.”.

“Please, Mrs. McGregor, don’t stand on
ceremony. Call me Sabrina.”

Mary stood looked at her coldly. “I’m afraid
that is impossible and likely to remain so.”

 


 



Chapter 25

 


 


Sabrina cast a glance at her husband, who
appeared as bewildered as she at the cool, resentful attitude
emanating from the woman. Finally she looked to the solicitor for
help.

Looking uncomfortable, he retreated behind
his desk.

“I suppose I should have warned you, Lady
Sabrina. You are not likely to receive a warm reception.”

“I thought you were relieved I was
alive.”

The man blushed uncomfortably. “Our hope was
that you would marry a fair and honest gentleman.”

“I am afraid I don’t understand. Do they
hold me responsible for my uncle’s actions?”

“In a manner of speaking.” The solicitor
finally offered.

“But I had no control over his actions,”
Sabrina argued, her voice beginning to rise.

“Perhaps not directly, but you were the
reason rents were raised and all the profits from the land and
mines were used,” Mary spit out.

Sabrina felt hated. “How?” Sabrina asked
hesitantly, almost afraid of the answer given the venomous
tone.

Mary raised her eyebrows. “While you were
attending that exclusive girls school our rents were raised to pay
the tuition. While you prepared for your Seasons.” Mary’s voice
grew harder, “Our rents were raised . I am surprised to see you
dressed thus given the cost of your wardrobes. How many Seasons
have you had now Lady Sabrina? Three? While we were slowly starving
so you could catch a wealthy and titled husband.” Mary flicked a
glance at Marius, taking in his appearance. “At least you married a
fair one.”

Slowly Sabrina sank back in her chair,
stunned.

“Don’t worry, Lady Sabrina. I’m sure
everyone will come around as their lot improves. Perhaps then they
won’t mind so much having to suffer so you could meet Mr. Parker,”
The solicitor offered.

Marius stood in silence, his eyebrows
narrowed with concern. The solicitor looked at her almost
apologetically while Mary looked at her as if she were the mud on
her boots.

After a moment of silence, Sabrina spoke.
“Let me see if I understand. My uncle told you the money went for
my education, clothing, and seasons. That was his justification for
raising rents and not increasing wages?”

“Yes,” Mr. Harden and Mrs. McGregor answered
in unison.

“I suppose it is possible that a pampered
young lady such as yourself would have been sheltered from the
realities of life. After all, you had important matters on your
mind such as which dress to wear to which ball.” Clearly Mary had
no respect for Sabrina.

Slowly Sabrina turned toward her husband.
“Marius, I have never in my life hated anyone but that is the only
emotion I can feel for Uncle James. Ramsey and I didn’t suffer from
his greed and deceitfulness, but these people have.”

Marius wanted to argue that he believed she
had suffered, but refrained. Perhaps in comparison to the citizens
of this town she hadn’t.

“Oh Marius, how could I have been so
ignorant all these years?”

“You were trusting of a family member,
Sabrina. But, the guilt is not yours and you should explain the
truth to these people.”

Sabrina shook her head. “It doesn’t matter.
He is my uncle and I should have questioned him about the situation
instead of accepting everything he told me.”

Marius was beginning to worry about his
wife. It was if she had lost all life sitting numbly in the chair,
pale as a ghost, blaming herself. Well, Sabrina was not to blame
and he would make sure everyone understood it. “Since my wife won’t
tell you the truth, I will.”

Mary eyed him skeptically and the solicitor
seemed nervous. Slowly and clearly, Marius presented an abridged
version of Sabrina’s life since the death of her father.

The two stood in stunned silence. Finally,
Mary turned to Sabrina her attitude now one of horrified. “You were
a servant?”

Sabrina dismissed the notion. “It wasn’t
difficult. Much easier than your life I’m sure. At least I had
wages, meals, a roof over my head, and a small sense of security.
My uncle stripped much of that from you.”

“I am so sorry for misjudging you, Lady
Sabrina. Can you forgive me?” Tears filled Mrs. McGregor’s eyes
again.

Sabrina smiled weakly. “You aren’t the
first, or the last to be misled by my uncle.”

“I promise to let everyone know the
truth.”

Sabrina stiffened, looking to Marius for
guidance. He searched her face, it was her decision. The answer was
in her eyes. It wasn’t time yet.

“I would appreciate it is our presence was
not announced.”

“But why? We could all use some hope now,”
Mary insisted.

“Chesterfield had my wife’s father killed.
He has since attempted to kill her when our house was set on fire.
We are hiding until we can decide how best to deal with him,”
Marius quickly explained.

Mary had sunk into a chair by the window
while Mr. Harden stared at him, mouth hanging open.

“So you understand. Lady Sabrina and I want
to keep our presence a secret until we have a plan to finally gain
the necessary proof against Lord Chesterfield.” Turning to Sabrina
he bestowed a loving smile. “For now however, my wife and I would
like nothing better than a few days to ourselves. These past day
have been tiring and we have no idea what we will find at the
house. But, I assure you that in a few days I will address the
issue of the rents.” This statement reminded him that he had one
more question. “By the way Mr. Harden, when the tenants can’t meet
the rent, where do the funds come from?”

Mr. Harden sighed heavily. “Before I tell
you, I want you to understand that if I am terminated it was the
only choice I had.”

“Go on, Mr. Harden. I’m sure your reasons
were for the best.”

“The profits. I changed the books and only
took enough for the rents. Never anything for myself, I assure you
sir.”

Marius had already guessed that is what the
man had done and almost positive he would have done the same in
similar circumstances. “May I see those books?”

Reluctantly, Mr. Harden handed them over
which Marius reviewed quickly. Even with the high rents skimmed
off, Lord Chesterfield was becoming extremely rich. “I understand
why you took this action and I hope in the future the same is not
necessary.” Closing the book he placed it on top of the other. “I
would like to take these with me to review so I can decide the best
way to proceed. In the meantime, return the rent to those whom you
trust to keep our secret. Only those you completely trust and take
the rent money from the profits. It galls me to send that man
anything but the rents are due and I am not ready to alert him to
my presence.”

“Then I am still employed, Mr. Parker?” The
solicitor asked as if he couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

“Yes, Mr. Harden. However, in the future if
anyone runs into any type of difficulty I would like it brought to
my attention. I assure you nobody will be burned out of their home.
Lord knows I know how that feels.

After a few more apologies from Mary and
assurances that their secret was safe, Sabrina and Marius finally
left the solicitors office. Together they walked through the small
town, observing the business, most of which were closed. It seemed
only those who dealt with the basic necessities remained open,
though Marius doubted they were profitable. It was decided they
would purchase a horse and wagon or carriage to take them to their
home. The walk wasn’t overly far but Marius had anticipated that
they would be needing a number of supplies for the long vacant
house.

While he went to the stables, Sabrina went
in the opposite direction, to the modiste at the end of the
street.

 


* * *

 


The bell tinkled over the door as she
entered the small, but bright shop. No one was in the front but
voices could be heard whispering beyond the closed curtain.
Approaching the counter, which held a small selection of gloves,
she called out. “Hello?” directing her voice toward the curtain.
The whispers immediately stopped and she could hear soft footsteps
approaching.

A younger woman entered and took in
Sabrina’s appearance. “May I help you?”

After Mary’s earlier reaction, Sabrina
didn’t give her name and proceeded with the reason she came here.
“Yes, I need some dresses, undergarments, everything. You see, my
home was recently destroyed and the only clothing I own I have now
worn for three days.”

The woman began to smile. “I am sure I have
a few things you can take now. The rest can be made up and
delivered later.”

Sabrina sighed gratefully. Though the dress
she wore wasn’t a poor fit, she longed to be in something new and
clean. “You have no idea how grateful I am to hear that.”

The young woman nodded her head. “Why don’t
you come into the back and we will get your measurements.”

Happily, Sabrina followed her only to find
Mary sitting by a well-lit window sewing. Quickly the woman stood.
“Lady Sabrina.”

“Hello again, Mary. Is this where you
work?”

“Yes. Bridget was kind enough to offer me a
position mending. There isn’t much demand for new dresses but the
bachelors still need a woman to mend their clothing until it is too
worn to mend any longer.”

At the other woman’s instructions, Sabrina
stripped off the offensive gown and stood on the stool to be
measured while engaging Mary in conversation. She learned that her
son was only three and that Mary’s sister took care of him while
she worked. The babe she carried was to arrive in only two months.
Sabrina was warming to Mary but the woman was still uncomfortable,
which Sabrina attributed to her embarrassment from what had
occurred in the solicitor’s office. Sabrina had put it behind her.
How could she blame the young woman, or anyone else for that
matter, for hating her after her uncle’s lies?

The seamstress remained quiet throughout the
measuring and left only to return with some dresses. Sabrina knew
immediately the woman misunderstood what she needed. The gowns were
lovely and made of fine satin and silk. The colors were those of
ruby, emerald, and blue. They were also impractical for her current
needs. Openly she admired the dresses before addressing the
seamstress. “They are very lovely indeed. Unfortunately, they are
not what I need at the moment.”

“You are Lady Sabrina, no?”

“Yes, but I need more serviceable gowns. I
doubt I’ll be doing any entertaining and I suspect much work will
need to be done. I could probably use a few aprons as well.”

“I don’t understand, you can hire others to
do the work.” The seamstress added.

“I have no doubt that my husband and I will
be hiring help shortly. For now though, the cleaning falls to me.
Besides, I enjoy cleaning and hate to be idle.”

The woman left with the gowns to retrieve
more practical items.

“How long ago did you marry Mr. Parker?”
Mary inquired, clearly becoming more comfortable with Sabrina.

“Last week.”

“Oh.” Mary smiled. “That explains why your
husband wants to be alone for a few days.”

Sabrina caught her meaning and blushed.

“Escaping fires and traveling on public
coaches isn’t how most prefer to spend the first days of
marriage.”

Sabrina’s blush deepened. “No. It
isn’t.”

Thank goodness the seamstress returned just
then with half a dozen cotton muslin dresses suitable for working.
“Those are perfect. Do you have the other necessities?”

“Of course, Lady Sabrina. Can I assume you
wish your undergarments to be durable as well.”

“Yes, thank you.”

Sabrina pretended to study the dresses while
Mary watched her curiously. In a few moments the seamstress
returned with everything Sabrina would need.

“Once everything is straightened out, I hope
to have reason to come back for the first dresses you showed
me.”

The woman returned her smile. “Is there
anything else you require?”

Sabrina thought for a moment. “No. I believe
this is everything.”

Mary stood to come stand by them. “What of
night gowns?”

“Oh my, yes. Of course. I have been sleeping
in my chemise.”

Mary looked at her oddly again before
addressing her employer. “Why don’t you show her the non-durable
gowns.” Turning back to Sabrina. “You won’t be working all the time
and should have some nice things.”

Bridget returned shortly with some night
rails. Remembering what Marius had purchased previously, Sabrina
studied these with embarrassing interest. They were far from
modest. There were two she chose before she came to the last.
Gasping, she held the garment out to examine it. Never had she seen
such beautiful handiwork and Sabrina just had to have the item. The
seamstress smiled brightly. “You are a woman of exquisite taste.”
Taking the items Sabrina had selected, she began wrapping them in
paper. “I learn much from my customers based on what they purchase.
It will be easier to design for you in the future, Lady
Sabrina.”

Sabrina simply smiled, waiting for the
purchases to be tabulated. Tonight she would wear the beautiful
night dress. She had no doubt that Marius was ready to proceed onto
their next step. Even though he was up before her in the morning
and hadn’t come to bed until after she slept after the first couple
of nights, she knew he wanted intimacy. Just last night he had
begun kissing her, then caressing. Sabrina thought last night she
would finally learn the truth. But no. Marius had pulled away
groaning. He didn’t want their first time together to be in a
coaching inn and muttered something about having to wait until they
had a home and their own bed. He then promptly sent her off to bed
while he sipped wine by the fire.

Since they had left London he had remained
close to her, constantly touching her, and an arm about her
shoulders while they were crammed into the coach. Sabrina herself
was longing to be closer, physically. His touch made her want him
to touch her more and she couldn’t explain it to herself. She
became anxious to discover exactly what a man and woman experienced
together in the most intimate of ways. The voice of the seamstress
intruded on Sabrina’s thoughts. Surely she had heard incorrectly.
“Pardon me?”

The seamstress named the price of Sabrina’s
purchases again.

She could only stare at the woman. A mistake
must have been made.

“Is the price too high, Lady Sabrina?” The
seamstress asked, becoming worried.

Slowly she shook her head. “No. I expected
to pay much more. Are you sure a mistake wasn’t made?”

The seamstress smiled gently. “No mistake,
Madame. I’m afraid you are used to prices in London. Here we don’t
need to spend near as much to clothe ourselves.”

Sabrina withdrew the funds she had hidden
away and paid the seamstress, very pleased at what she perceived as
a bargain.

Leaving the shop, she strolled the street
toward the stables. Her mind was filled with the gown. Would she
have the nerve to wear it? Part of her longed to expose herself in
such a way. Her more insecure part was scared to death and wanted
to wait for Marius to make the request first.

 


 



Chapter 26

 


 


Marius had spent the time gathering the
items he thought they would need to live and eat alone for the next
few days. A number of supplies were purchased, not knowing the
condition of the house, along with additional clothing for himself.
Never in his life had he longed for a bath as he did now.
Unfortunately, it was still hours away. Who knew what they would
find. He shrugged as he put the last of the materials in the back
of the wagon. It really didn’t matter what they found. As long as
there was a bed and he was finally alone with Sabrina to truly
begin their marriage.

The drive was short and extremely quiet.
When Marius asked about Sabrina’s purchases she vaguely answered.
“A few dresses and such.”

She turned red and turned to look away from
him. What was so embarrassing about a few dresses?

Turning off the road and onto the tree lined
drive, Marius drove the wagon another distance until the house came
into view. Once they had finally emerged from the trees they
stopped, gasping as they took in the structure. Together their eyes
took in the front, main floor, noting how long the house was before
their eyes traveled up the structure, stopping after four stories
and a number of chimneys. The house was of a reddish stone and the
design seemed to date back to the Elizabethan Era.

Lawns and gardens spread out, surrounding
the house, completely overgrown.

“This isn’t exactly what I was expecting.”
Marius stated.

“I had visited on occasion as a child and
remember thinking the house was huge. I just assumed that it was a
child’s perspective and it was actually an ordinary house.”

“My dear, this is far from an ordinary
country house.” Marius chuckled.

Sabrina turned toward him with searching
eyes. “Are you disappointed? I know it needs a lot of work and
nobody has lived here for years.”

Marius reached over and squeezed her hand.
“I am far from disappointed. Before us is a very grand old house
and it will be grand once we bring it back to its former
beauty.”

Sabrina turned back to survey the house and
lawn once again. “That could be years. I’m afraid even this house
is beyond me.”

Marius laughed and set the horses to motion.
“Never fear, dear. I’m sure I can afford a few servants to help
you.”

“A few? More like an army.” Sabrina stated
as they stopped at the front door and Marius helped her down.

He was in good spirits. They had finally
arrived at their destination and still had at least a few days
before they had to begin worrying about Chesterfield. What he said
was the truth. The house was far grander than he had expected and
the lands surrounding it were fertile. Marius could envision how it
would appear when the work was completed. “I recall you
specifically telling me that you didn’t want to be an ordinary wife
but needed a purpose.”

Sabrina stared at him. “I don’t mind the
work but even this is much more of a purpose than I need.”

Marius pulled her to the door. “I’m teasing
wife. This house will require dozens of servants just to get it in
order and keep it that way.” He unlocked the door with the key he’d
been given by the solicitor and opened the door into a dark foyer.
Sabrina allowed him to pull her inside. It was too dark to see
anything as all the draperies had been closed. Lighting the candle,
which sat inside the door, Marius wandered into the rooms directly
off the main hall and Sabrina opened the curtains to let the day
light in.

All the furniture had been draped with
cloth, as had what they assumed were art work on the walls. They
wandered to the next room, to what Marius assumed was the library.
The shelves that lined the room were empty but dozens of sealed
crates were stacked in the room. For the most part, the rooms were
no worse than dusty and nothing appeared to be in disrepair. If all
the rooms had been preserved this way, perhaps the task would not
be so difficult.

The second floor contained bedrooms and
sitting rooms. The third floor contained more bedrooms and the
school room. The fourth floor obviously contained the servants’
rooms because they were smaller and the furniture, far from grand,
had not been covered.

Returning to the second floor Marius pulled
Sabrina along as he inspected the bedrooms a second time, finally
entering the one at the end of the hall. “This is it.” He stepped
into the room. It was by far the largest with four doors leading
off it. Opening the door separate from the others revealed a
private study. The only access to this room was through the
bedroom. The three doors on the opposite wall led to a bathing
chamber, a dressing closet, and the adjoining room, which they
inspected next. This chamber was large as well, but not nearly as
large as the room they had just left. It also had a bathing
chamber, and its own private sitting room that over-looked the
gardens. Sabrina was quite happy with their suite of rooms.

“These are obviously yours.” Marius stated,
“But you can get rid of the bed for more room if you like. You
won’t be sleeping here.”

Sabrina refrained from speaking. Even if she
didn’t sleep in here it would be practical to keep her things here
so she and Marius weren’t crowded in the master chamber, if that
were possible.

Pausing at the top of the stairs Marius
turned toward his wife. “Do you have a plan of action?”

There were only two immediate needs. Food
and sleep. “I suggest we get the kitchen in order and then our
bedroom. The rest can be decided tomorrow.”

Marius grinned at her. “I certainly agree.”
Turning he began down the stairs. Personally he could care less
about the kitchen. It was the chamber he was interested in. They
had been married a week and nothing was going to prevent him from
making Sabrina his own, tonight.

The kitchen itself was not in bad shape
either. With some dusting and scrubbing he would be able to cook in
here. To speed matters up, he suggested Sabrina clean the chamber
while he saw to the kitchen.

“The kitchen is your domain more than
mine.”

Marius grinned at her. “Does that mean the
bedroom is your domain, dear wife?”

Flustered at what he could be suggesting,
Sabrina quickly gathered the cleaning items and left while Marius
chuckled behind her.

Sabrina surveyed their chamber. Each piece
of furniture was draped with cloths as they had been on the first
floor of the house and the curtains were closed to the sunlight.
The first thing she did was remove the curtains. This let sunlight
in and she no longer needed the lamp. Carrying them down the back
servant stairs she took them outside to hang over a line and began
beating the dust out of them. Leaving them hanging, Sabrina
returned to the chamber where she began meticulously cleaned from
the ceiling to the floor. Within three hours, all dust had been
removed, the walls had been washed and she proceeded to uncover the
furniture.

For five hours she scrubbed and dusted their
chamber while Marius worked in the kitchen. In end, with a sense of
satisfaction she made her way back downstairs. Marius had just
finished cleaning the kitchen when Sabrina appeared. They were both
dirty and dusty from their labors. Darkness was beginning to fall
and Marius retrieved the food he would prepare for dinner.

“The first improvement I am going to make to
this house is pumped in water.” He announced.

“I am in full agreement. As much as I would
like a bath, I don’t relish carrying buckets of water up those
stairs.” She sank onto a stool.

“For tonight we will use this one.” Marius
opened the door of a small room off of the kitchen.

Sabrina stood to peer in. A larger than
normal tub sat in front of a stove in the corner.

“Water is heating. Why don’t you take your
bath while I cook dinner.” Marius suggested.

“Wouldn’t you like my help?” She wasn’t
going to relax in a bath while he worked.

“The kitchen is clean enough and as much as
I love you, I think we can both agree that it is a task I should
see to on my own.”

Sabrina was still embarrassed at her lack of
culinary skills.

“You go ahead. I’ll bathe after we eat.”

Sabrina didn’t have to be told a second time
and she left the kitchen to retrieve a clean set of clothing for
herself and Marius, along with towels and the soap he had
purchased. By the time she returned, Marius had already filled the
bath with the hot water and Sabrina couldn’t wait to sink into
it.

 


* * *

 


While Marius prepared their simple meal he
tried to ignore the sounds from the other room. Each splash or
movement of water reminded him that his wife was in that room,
completely naked. It took all of his self-control not to forget
dinner and join her. He had to keep reminding himself that they had
all night and he shouldn’t rush their joining. Still the simple
thought of her in the water caused him to harden. Dinner would be a
very long affair.

Their meal was not finished cooking when
Sabrina emerged from the room dressed in new, soft muslin gown and
her hair wrapped in a towel. Smiling and glowing from scrubbing
herself clean she approached the table. “The tub is drained. Have
you put on more water or would you like me to do that?”

Marius tried not to look at her. His wife
was more desirable by the moment. They had just gone through a
hellish four days but not once had she complained. The house was
filthy and she set to work in cleaning it so they could sleep that
night. He knew no other woman of his acquaintance who would accept
the situation as Sabrina had. In fact, he knew no woman who would
have lasted even a few hours on the coach without voicing her
discomfort. Sabrina, his wife, a rare beauty, a rare treasure and
he was blessed that she was his.

“The water is on and I’ll fill the tub when
I am ready. Why don’t you set by the fire and dry your hair while I
finish.”

Sabrina obliged and set to combing her hair.
They talked of the town and the people. Marius was as disturbed as
she that matters were bad for the people and agreed to go over the
books tomorrow to see what could be set to rights.

During the meal, Sabrina’s hair finally
dried as she ate and drank one and a half glasses of wine, often
commenting on how delicious the food was. Marius politely thanked
her though he suspected she liked the simple meal because she was
famished and they hadn’t eaten anything decent since the night of
the fire. Though he knew she enjoyed wine, she had previously
savored her glasses, tonight it was as if she were nervous.

Of course. She was nervous. By all accounts
this would be their wedding night. If the wine helped her relax it
was all the better for both of them.

Sabrina washed the dishes while Marius
prepared his bath. Sabrina heard his sigh as he sank into the warm
water. Unlike her, he had left the door open and she wondered if it
was his intention that she visit him there. Just the thought sent
her cheeks flaming and she poured another glass of wine. Soon he
would be emerging from the tub and putting on the clothes she had
laid out for him and then he would take her upstairs. No. She
didn’t want it that way. Shouldn’t a bride await her husband in the
chamber? If so, then she should be ready for him and had better go
upstairs soon before she lost her nerve.

Marius’s glass sat empty on the table.
Pouring the wine until it was half full Sabrina took a deep breath
and approached the bathing chamber. She could feel her hands begin
to shake and concentrated on trying to keep them still as she
approached the tub. Thankfully it was deep and long so she couldn’t
see any part of his anatomy. Regardless, she concentrated on his
face. “Here.” She held the glass out to him.

Marius looked up at her with a lazy smile
and took the glass, transferring it to the hand farthest from her.
“Have you come to keep me company?” His other hand reached out,
touching her thigh through her dress. The action startled her as
did the quickening of her pulse. He slowly ran his thumb back and
forth, very close to her most private areas.

“No. I thought you would like this as you
soaked. I am going to go upstairs and ready myself for bed.”

Marius gave her a lopsided grin. “I’ll hurry
to join you.”

“No,” she answered a little too anxiously.
“Take your time.”

“Very well, I’ll be up shortly.”

Nodding her head she pulled away from him.
Grabbing the bottle and her own glass she practically ran up the
stairs. After another fortifying drink she finally put on the gown
she had purchased earlier that day. Studying her appearance she was
shocked at how much was revealed yet surprised at what wasn’t.

With each minute that passed, Sabrina began
to lose her nerve. Had she assumed too much? Perhaps Marius wasn’t
interested in seeing her like this tonight. What if he were too
tired to even consider consummating the marriage. What if he didn’t
like how she looked? Swallowing more wine, she left the master
chamber, deciding she had made a huge mistake and began searching
for a decent night rail.

 


 



Chapter 27

 


 


Marius wasn’t sure what to expect when he
entered the chamber but he was immensely pleased. The room smelled
of lavender and roses and cleaner than his own home had been.
However, he didn’t expect his wife to be missing. Sounds from the
adjoining chamber drew him in that direction when he realized
Sabrina was talking to herself.

“Phoebe was completely wrong. Wine doesn’t
help.”

“What doesn’t wine help?” He stopped just
inside the door. He still could not see her, but knew she was in
the closet.

Taking a deep breath, she stepped back into
the room. “Nerves!”

Marius stopped in his tracks at the sight of
her. His mouth went dry, jolted by what he was seeing. Sabrina was
wearing the most seductive night rail he had ever seen in his life.
Stepping back he studied her and it. Thin silk straps were all that
held it on her body. The silk continued over her bodice, revealing
only a hint of her breasts above. The entire gown had embroidered
flowers from top to bottom except the embroidery was very thick
across the breasts, preventing him from seeing how they really
look. Only a glimpse of the underside of the right breast could be
seen as the embroidery thinned out to a spattering of flowers
across her mid-section only to become thick again at her hips,
completely hiding her womanhood before thinning out again from the
top of her thighs to the floor. The gown, in essence revealed all
except that which a man would most desired to see. Whoever had
designed the garment had known exactly what she was doing to entice
a man.

Her waist was slender and her hip gently
curved out to long shapely legs. He had planned on moving very
slowly tonight but Sabrina’s appearance in that gown was making him
uncomfortable in his own clothing and anxious to be in her. “My God
you are beautiful.”

Sabrina let out a sigh.

Marius stepped back and gestured to the
door. “Shall we retire?”

Picking up her glass from the side table
Sabrina walked past Marius into the main chamber. He followed,
admiring her from behind. The embroidery was on the back was as it
had been in the front and completely hid her behind. The modiste
most definitely knew what she was doing.

Sabrina paused at the table and poured more
of the contents in her glass. Marius stopped beside her and
emptied the bottle into his own glass. Took hers and placed it on
the table.

Turning her in his arms, he lowering his
mouth to hers. He pulled her closer and deepened the kiss, tasting
her completely. Sabrina wound her arms around his shoulders to be
closer to him and for the added support. He had kissed her before,
but this kiss was more powerful than she had ever experienced and
her legs threatened to give out on her. Still, she met his kiss
with the same passion and eagerness that matched his as he pulled
her tightly against him, molding his hands around her bottom.
Sabrina could feel his desire, though he was still clothed. There
was no mistaking what was molded against her belly and a thrill of
excitement ran through her. She tightened her arms around Marius,
flattening her breasts against his chest. They couldn’t get close
enough to the other.

Groaning deeply, Marius broke their lips
apart and began kissing her cheeks and neck as his hands strayed
her shoulders and he began sliding the satin straps down her arms.
Sabrina let her head fall back, lost in his kisses and the
delicious sensations traveling through her body. Marius’s kisses
traveled further and soon he was clasping them around a swollen,
erect nipple that had been exposed in his slow undressing. Sabrina
gasped and held tighter to his shoulders. This experience was
incredible. All concerns evaporated and Sabrina lost any coherent
thought.

In the back of her mind Sabrina noted that
Marius was no longer kissing her, but a hand was cupping her
breast. Lifting her heavy eyelids she found him looking at her with
a strange look on his face. He seemed so stern with his jaw
clinched and she wondered if he was somehow displeased. Opening her
mouth to speak, he swept in before any words could be spoken and
was kissing her deeply again as he lifted her hands from him so he
could slide the gown off her body. In the back of her mind Sabrina
was aware that her gown was gone but couldn’t find the will to
protest. She would agree to anything when he kissed her this way.
Perhaps it was best to keep that knowledge to herself.

He had pushed the gown over her hips and
took a step back. Sabrina stood still, slightly uncomfortable at
his assessment. She felt her skin heating but didn’t know if it was
from her own embarrassment or the burn of his eyes. There was no
mistaking that look and it no longer frightened her. Finally, their
eyes met and he held them there as he began to unbutton his own
shirt. Sabrina forced her eyes to remain on his though she wanted
to view what he was uncovering.

One of her friends said not to look until it
was over. She didn’t say why, though Sabrina had asked. The advice
had come from Juliette, she thought, though her wedding day and the
advice she had been given was beginning to blur at the moment.
Trusting what she’d been told, Sabrina kept her eyes on Marius,
wishing he would hurry and begin kissing her again.

Throwing his shirt aside, Marius pulled her
into his arms again and began kissing her with the heightened
passion, barely restrained. The feel of his bare chest against her
breast sent bolts of excitement through Sabrina and in no time she
was clutching herself to him again, completely forgetting she was
unclothed. Marius scooped her up in his arms and deposited her in
the middle of the bed. Standing, his hands slid to his pants as he
began to unfasten them. Still, Sabrina looked up into his eyes. He
was about to reveal what she really did want to see yet, she would
wait.

Tossing his pants aside, Marius joined her
on the bed and began kissing her. His lips strayed over her face,
neck, and breasts before they moved to her hips, belly, and legs.
Sabrina returned his kisses, but her hands remained on his back.
She was afraid to touch him anywhere else, not sure if she should
or if he even wanted her to. She was also partly afraid of what she
would find and decided if she wasn’t supposed to look until it was
over then she probably shouldn’t touch either. That was her last
coherent thought as Marius’s hand slid up her thigh and cupped her.
Nobody had ever touched her in such a manner and Sabrina was lost
in the unbelievable pleasure.

Sliding his fingers forward, touching her,
Marius and Sabrina moaned together. Hers was pleasure. His was
pain. Marius knew the minute he touched her that Sabrina was ready
for him. As much as he would like to continue pleasuring her in
this manner he was afraid his body wouldn’t allow him to, bring the
joining to an end before it could begin. Gritting his teeth, Marius
concentrated on keeping control of his passion but it was in
control of him. Rolling onto her, he kissed her eyelids, cheek, and
finally lips as he found her entrance. Sabrina had instinctively
opened to him and slowly Marius entered her. He groaned at the
incredible tight feel of her as she gasped in surprise. He wanted
to see her reaction to their coming together and lifted his head.
Sabrina looked up at him with passionate wonder. He only stopped
moving when he felt the barrier.

“I love you Sabrina and you will always be
mine.”

Marius studied her, worried that he had hurt
her more than necessary, yet he had been as careful as he could.
Kissing the tears away, he looked at her again and Sabrina gave him
a hesitant smile. “Are you all right love?” He asked tenderly.

Sabrina nodded her head. “So much more than
simply all right.” She choked.

Marius was worried. She was still crying,
but she was smiling. Was she in that much pain and trying to be
brave? He needed to move, but he wouldn’t allow his body to until
he was sure her pain had passed. “The pain?”

“Gone as quickly as it came.”

Marius realized that his incredible wife was
crying because of the emotion of their lovemaking and not from any
pain. He began to move. Sabrina gasped in surprise. His wife’s
willing and loving acceptance of him drove Marius over the edge.
All control he had fought to contain disappeared. In just a few
movements he was spilling his seed into her, amazed at the force of
his own release. Holding himself above her, he dropped his forehead
to hers and closed his eyes, breathing heavily.

So this is what making love felt like when
one was in love. Though he had found pleasure with other women, it
paled considerably in comparison. He now understood why his friends
never strayed from their wives. Nothing could replace this. In
fact, it could only get better, if he could control himself.

Groaning again, Marius rolled to his side,
taking her with him as he wrapped an arm around her and held her
close to his side. Now that the heat of his passion had passed, he
couldn’t believe he had disappointed her as he had. Not since he
was much younger, and new to this act, had he lost control and
found his release so quickly. Worse, it had been years since he had
failed to bring a woman pleasure. He just prayed Sabrina wasn’t too
disappointed. “I am sorry.”

Sabrina’s head lay had been on his chest but
she tilted it back to look at him. “Of what?” Confusion was etched
on her brow.

“This wasn’t very pleasurable for you and I
wanted it to be. I promise to make it up to you and control myself
in the future.”

Sabrina snuggled around it. “I thought it
was very pleasurable.”

Marius chuckled in relief. His wife had no
idea what she was missing. He knew he could bring her release. Her
reactions to his touch alone convinced him that she would be able
to find the pleasure he had. “Sabrina, it will be better for you
next time.”

She tilted her head back looked at him
strangely. “I am not sure that is possible, except there will be no
pain.”

Marius sighed. She wouldn’t understand until
he showed her.. “How are you feeling?” He asked while stroking her
hair.

“Sticky.”

Marius chuckled. At least she was honest.
“Let me get a cloth and water and tend to you.”

Sabrina pulled away horrified. “You can’t
wash me.” She jumped out of the bed and went to her adjoining
chamber. A few moments later she returned wearing a light dressing
gown and crawled back into bed and Marius pulled her into his arms.
Sabrina once again rested her head on his chest and fell asleep in
a matter of moments. Marius held her, not willing to let go.
Comforted by the knowledge that he had a passionate wife to share
his life with. For the moment he would let her sleep, but their
night was far from over and his wife needed to learn exactly what
pleasure was. He smiled to himself as he conjured up all the ways
he planned on pleasuring her once she had rested.

 


* * *

 


The clock above the fireplace ticked,
filling the silence of the room. Marius had lain with Sabrina in
his arms for close to two hours, not once drifting off himself. Now
it was time to wake his charming wife. He couldn’t wait much
longer, Marius was throbbing with need. Slowly he slid her away
from his body, careful not to wake her. Sabrina’s hair framed her
face and the pillow. He robe was gapping, revealing part of her
left breast. One leg had escaped and Marius’ eyes feasted on the
shapely limb. Gently he reached over and undid the knot around her
robe. Next, he pushed the robe open, slowly, revealing her perfect
shape to his eyes. The rest would have to wait as he didn’t believe
he could release her arms from the robe without waking her. Now, to
wake his wife.

Sabrina was having the most delicious dream.
Marius was kissing her neck and breasts. He was caressing her belly
and thighs. Then his hand cupped her there, in the one place she
never dreamed would bring her pleasure. He was moving his hand and
fingers in a way that had her aching. He hadn’t done that before so
why would her mind imagine it now. She knew she was waking, but
didn’t want to leave the dream and the feelings it evoked. Moaning,
she turned her head, willing herself to remain in the sleep state
until her mind began to register that it wasn’t sleep at all that
was bringing the assault to her senses, but her husband. Slowly she
opened her eyes, noting the top of Marius’ head as he suckled one
breast. His fingers were doing wicked things to her below. This was
a most pleasurable way to awaken and she must let him know so he
could join her as he had before.

Marius looked up at her and Sabrina held her
arms out to him. “Not yet love. It is your turn.”

“Turn for what?” She asked groggily.

“I failed you the first time.”

“You did not fail me.”

Marius grinned. “Trust me. Just lay back and
relax. Feel what I do to you.”

Sabrina didn’t have much choice because the
pleasure was building and she felt her buttocks and legs tensing,
wanting to meet his hand.

Marius murmured against her breast. “Let
your body move as it would like Sabrina. Fight nothing.”

So she did, closing her eyes she felt,
gasping at surges, moaning with pleasure. Her hips moved as if they
knew what was sought. Sabrina arched as her body exploded, crying
out his name before collapsing back on the bed, panting in wonder.
Marius was over her in a matter of seconds. Sabrina welcomed him
into her body and arched to meet him, still feeling the after
effects of her own release.

Marius kept himself in check, watching to
see if her pleasure would rise once again. She showed no signs of
that occurring, though she moved with him instinctively, meeting
his thrusts, taking him into her. In the past he had known a few
women who were unable to accomplish a release through this manner
and wondered if perhaps Sabrina was one as well. It was still too
soon in her experience to tell.

Unable to hold off his own release much
longer, he reached between their bodies, caressing her as he had
before. Sabrina splintered before him almost immediately and Marius
followed her over the edge. He had pleasured her twice and his own
release had been even stronger than the first.

Rolling onto his side he looked down at her.
Sabrina’s eyes were glazed with wonder and the aftermath of
passion. “The first was pleasurable. This was incredible. Poor Lady
Davies, she has no idea what she is missing.”

Marius laughed, rolling onto his back and
pulling her with him. They would work on the other pleasure later.
For now, he was tired, as he was sure Sabrina was. He had made love
to her twice tonight so he should finally be able to sleep in
peace.

That peace lasted about three hours when his
body woke him again with wanting of his wife, who was curled up
around him. Marius tried to remind himself that it would be unfair
to Sabrina to make love to her again. Chances are she was tender
and she did need her sleep. Still, his body would not let him rest,
urging him to join with her again.

Sabrina was awakened to a hand on her inner
thigh. This time she woke quicker and knew what to expect and let
the feelings wash over before her husband joined with her once
again. This time it lasted longer and was more pleasant than all
the others. She enjoyed feeling the power of him move within her
and her body met his instinctively. She hoped she brought him as
much pleasure as he brought her.

Marius made love to Sabrina slowly this last
time. Never had any woman been more perfect for him and their fit
only confirmed that he had found his life love.

 


* * *

 


The room was bright with sunlight when
Sabrina finally awoke to find herself alone in the bed. She knew
she should get up and begin the day, but couldn’t bring herself to
move. Stretching, she smiled up at the ceiling. Who would have
thought that the pleasures of the marriage bed would be so
incredibly pleasurable? Her face heated when she recalled her
screams from the night before. Surely she hadn’t screamed. If she
had, surely it wasn’t proper. She would have to try to control that
particular outburst she supposed. Especially after there were
servants in the house.

Marius opened the door and paused just
inside. “That is how a bride should look after her wedding
night.”

Still blushing at her thoughts, she smiled
to Marius. “How?”

“Content and happy.”

“Oh, I am very much both, though I can’t
seem to will myself from this bed.”

He grinned as he walked across the room, two
cups in his hands, and settled beside her. “Perhaps you need
nourishment after all that strenuous activity.”

Sabrina refrained from comment and took the
cup of coffee from him. Her stomach grumbled, announcing how hungry
she truly was.

“Why don’t you get dressed and we’ll go to
the kitchen for some breakfast.”

“That would be lovely.” Sometime during the
night her robe had disappeared and she couldn’t bring herself to
rise, in broad daylight, and expose her nakedness to him. Finally,
because of necessary needs, Sabrina drew the sheet around her,
pulling it from the bed as she got up and walked across the
room.

Marius laughed at her. “You no longer have
anything to hide from me, love.”

Sabrina wondered if the warmth of her
embarrassment was permanent at this point. What he said was true.
“I am sure it isn’t proper to be parading around without clothes in
broad daylight.”

“You would be surprised at what I would like
to do in broad daylight.”

Just the thought of being exposed in such a
way, sunlight on their bodies sent her flying into the next room.
She wasn’t ready for such exposure without the blanket of
night.

He waited for her to emerge and together
they descended the back stairs servants would normally use, but
stopped as they came closer to the kitchen when they heard
voices.

Sabrina turned to Marius. He motioned for
her to be still and disappeared back up the stairs. Sabrina
strained to listen. She and Marius were positive they had a few
more days before they were found.

Marius returned a moment later, pistol in
hand.

 


 



Chapter 28

 


Marius slipped past Sabrina and quietly made
his way toward the kitchen, pausing to listen. Sabrina followed
behind and listened. She didn’t recognize the voices, but they were
all women.

The scent of warm, fresh bread wafted to her
nose and Sabrina walked around her husband, ignoring his silent
protest. She was hungry and certainly not worried about a bunch of
women. Her uncle would employ seeder characters to harm them.

“Good morning, Lady Sabrina.” A cheery voice
greeted her. Eight women sat around a large table at the center of
the room, drinking coffee or tea.

She sensed Marius behind her and glanced
down. The gun was still in his hand. “I don’t think you need
that.”

He shoved it in his pocket and drew up
beside her.

Sabrina glided to the table and indicated to
the bread. “May I?”

“Oh, of course, my lady.” The woman who
greeted her stood. “Have a seat and we will have something for you
to eat shortly.”

Sabrina sank into the chair and Marius took
another empty seat.

“Mary Louise, put some water onto boil. Mary
Elaine, slice some bread for the Mr. Parker and her ladyship.” The
first woman began to order the others about.

“What are you ladies are doing here?” Marius
finally asked.

“T’s cleaning time.” Another woman
answered.

“We come in to clean every two months. It
takes a week, but we get the job done. Lord Chesterfield only
wanted the house maintained.” The answer came from the woman called
Mary Louise.

“The men will come by on Saturday to check
the roof and see if any repairs are necessary.” This answer came
from Mary Elaine.

“You didn’t seem surprised at our
appearance. If you knew we were here, then everyone knows.” Marius
observed, his posture still tense.

“Oh, not everyone.” Mary Louise rushed to
assure him. “Only those of us who will not betray you and so are
thankful for your arrival.”

Sabrina concentrated on her bread. Her
husband worried more than she. Her uncle was a threat and he would
find them sooner or later, but you couldn’t go around not trusting
everyone.

“Here, let me help with the food.” Marius
stood and walked toward the counter.

“The master of the house cooking? Have you
ever heard the likes of it?” Mary Elaine directed her question to
woman next to her with a laugh. “You just sit yourself down and we
will have something for you in a bit.”

“Shouldn’t they actually be in the breakfast
room?” A woman whispered to Mary Elaine.

“We are quite content and happy in the
kitchen,” Sabrina assured them. In fact, she felt more comfortable
eating in here than in any dining room she’d been in since leaving
the school.

More coffee had been made and a simple meal
of bread, eggs, and cheese was placed before them.

“Since you are here, I supposed now is as
good a time as any to discuss the needs of the house.”

Sabrina relaxed. “And gardens.” She had been
afraid Marius wouldn’t hire any help until after Chesterfield had
been dealt with.

“You just tell us what you need and we will
have people here before the day is done.” Mary Louise grinned.

 


* * *

 


Marius and Sabrina left the ladies with the
task of returning to town to hire the help they would need. He
hoped to have permanent employees established by the end of the
week. Together they settled behind the desk and opened the
ledgers.

“Your uncle was robbing them and you
blind.”

“I can see that.” She ran her finger down
the list of those who worked in the mine.

Marius was most troubled to see so many
names and ages of women and children. “I can fix what is wrong with
the rent, land and those issues, but I know nothing about running a
mine.” He sat back and ran his fingers through his hair. They had
been looking at the books for well over three hours.

Sabrina moved to stand behind him and began
rubbing his shoulders. “Do you know anyone you could ask?” She
leaned forward and placed a kiss on his temple.

Marius reached up and squeezed her hand.
“Richard.”

“Write him.”

“I will in a day or two.” He stood and
pulled her into his arms. “Let’s go outside and walk around for a
bit and see your land.”

“Our land,” Sabrina correct.

 


* * *

 


Marius put off writing the letter for three
days. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust Richard; he didn’t trust that
the letter would not find its way into the wrong hands. He and
Sabrina were living peacefully at the manor and he was putting off
dealing with those matters that would most attract Chesterfield’s
attention. He knew that he couldn’t wait any longer and promised
himself to write to his friend this afternoon when they returned
from their ride.

The sun was just setting when he and Sabrina
wandered back inside.

“It’s about time you returned home,” Richard
greeted they walked in the room.

“Actually Richard, you are just the person I
wanted to talk to. In fact, I had planned on sending off a note. So
good of you to save me the trouble.” Marius poured a brandy for the
both of them.

“How can I be of assistance?” Richard asked
curiously.

“That can wait.” Turning, he approached
Simone. Bending he lifted her hand to his lips. “Forgive me for not
greeting you first, Simone. You are looking as beautiful as
ever.”

“Thank you Marius, though I’m sure it is
blatant flattery. Then again, I am not exactly in a position to
argue and will have to trust what you see.”

Marius relaxed on the settee next to
Sabrina. “So, what brings you to our small part of England?” He
straightened suddenly. “We have only been here a few days
ourselves. How did you find us, and why so soon?”

Richard sobered. “We thought it best you
knew what was happening in London.”

“Go on.” Marius encouraged.

“Chesterfield visited Mr. Jacobs the day
following the fire. He wanted to draw up the necessary documents to
transfer everything to him with Ramsey as his heir.”

“So much for mourning my demise.” Sabrina
grumbled.

“Of course, Mr. Jacobs refused. He argued
that without proof of death he could not in good conscious proceed
in that manner.”

“Good man.” Marius approved.

“He then visited your parents, Marius. He
wanted to discuss funeral arrangements. From what I heard, your
mother carried on, incoherently, and refused to discuss anything
until her son’s body was discovered.”

Marius tried to imagine his mother in
hysterics but couldn’t begin to picture it. “I am assuming he
didn’t stop there.”

“No, next he visited with Ramsey, who
informed him that Juliet had taken the news so badly that the
doctor had ordered her to her bed indefinitely. Ramsey told his
uncle that he was too worried about his wife and unborn child to
discuss arrangements and felt they could wait a few days.”

“Juliet knows the truth doesn’t she?”
Sabrina sat forward; her face pale with what Marius assumed was
worry.

Richard waved his hand in dismissal. “Yes,
she is fine but feared facing Chesterfield. She was afraid she
would give the truth away.”

Sabrina relaxed again.

“Surely by now Chesterfield realizes we
escaped?” Marius asked.

“Yes and no. It was two days before anyone
could get into the house to begin searching. It was another before
those investigating could positively say there were no bodies, or
remains to be found.”

“What did my uncle say?”

“He argued that it was impossible and I
believe he even had his own people search. Of course, this was all
done behind the persona of distraught uncle.”

Sabrina snorted in an unladylike manner.

“Everyone has been speculating on where you
had taken your wife off to so secretively. None of us knew and
could honestly tell Chesterfield we knew nothing.”

“What did he do next?” Marius asked.

“He visited Mr. Jacobs, asking where your
properties were and if you and Sabrina knew where all of her family
properties lie. Mr. Jacobs could honestly answer that he had not
had the opportunity to discuss any inheritance with you as you were
married so quickly.”

“Then how did you know where to find
us?”

“Ramsey told a few of us about this property
and we assumed this is where you had gone.”

“You were elected to track me down. Or, did
you lose the bet?”

“”I volunteered,” Richard assured him. “As
soon as I learned Sabrina had inherited a mine, I knew you
would be at a loss with what to do with it.” Richard stood to
refill his glass.

Though the conversation had been
enlightening and he was glad to have Richard here, Marius also knew
they were running out of time before Chesterfield located them.

 


 



Chapter 29

 


 


Marius awoke early. Instead of lying in bed
with his wife, as he usually did, he rose to dress. If Richard
hadn’t been there, no doubt he would have awakened Sabrina in the
most delicious way but, he knew Richard was an earlier riser. He
had always been regardless of what the man had done the night
before or how late he had gotten to bed. Sure enough, he found his
friend in the library drinking coffee and looking out the
window.

“I thought I would find you here. I’m glad
we have this time. I need your advice.”

Richard turned and grew interested. “Go
on.”

“This property is much like your own estate.
Most of the income comes from the mine and there are a number of
tenants. And, as you pointed out, I have no knowledge of how a mine
is run, or wages to be paid. Plus, the solicitor has me concerned
because from what he has been told, the mines are no longer safe. I
believe five men have died in the past year, if not more.”

“We can inspect if you like,” Richard
offered.

“That is why I was going to send for you.
I’m not sure what to look for. Besides, Chesterfield’s men run the
mine and I didn’t want to make my presence known.”

That had been the main reason Marius had put
off visiting the place. He wanted to keep his wife safe for as long
as possible.

Richard leaned against the wall in thought.
Slowly a smile came to his face. “I have a plan and they will never
know who we are.”

Intrigued, Marius sat to listened to
Richard’s proposal and knew it was worth a try in order to keep
their identities a secret for a bit longer.

“Inspectors used the same method on me some
months back.”

“What if they have already been here?”

“If the mine is as dangerous as you believe,
it would have been shut down.”

As the morning grew, Marius liked the plan
more and more. This gave him an opportunity to inspect the rest of
the estate and identify the men in Chesterfield’s employ. While
they waited for the ladies to rise, he showed Richard the books.
His suspicions had been correct. The men were grossly under paid
and now he knew how much they should be earning and how much was
owed in past wages. The only thing he couldn’t understand was why
so many had stayed. Family roots had to be the only thing keeping
them here.

Marius dressed in the clothes he had arrived
in town wearing and Richard dressed in what he referred to as his
work clothes and set off walking toward the mine. Marius hoped the
plan would work and allowed Richard to do the talking.

Two men were sitting on crates when they
approached. A tall burly man stood as they approached from the
road. “What would the two you be wanting?”

“Work,” Richard answered. “We are on our way
from South Tynedale to London and have run out of money.”

“We were hoping to get jobs in the mine, to
tie us over, so we can finish our trip,” Marius added.

The man crossed his arms over his chest and
looked them over. “Ever work in a mine before?”

“In South Tynedale.”

“So, why leave there to go to London?”

Marius hadn’t expected so many questions and
thankfully Richard was ready for an explanation. “Lasses, my
friend. Lovely Lasses and sisters too.” Richard grinned and gave a
knowing nod. “They up and left to find work in London as maids or
shop girls and we have a mind to follow and get our own jobs.”

The burly man believed them, but didn’t
think much of them. He shook his head and rolled his eyes. “We can
use a few more hands. Mind you work hard and don’t give us any
trouble, you will be paid fair wages at the end of the week.”

Marius stifled the urge to snort. Fair wages
indeed!

They tossed the old bags they had been
carrying under a tree and made their way down into the mine. The
deeper they went the harder it was for Marius to breath. The
darkness and walls closed in on him. How did anyone work in these
conditions?

They did not attach themselves to any of the
other workers and Richard led the way, studying the tunnels,
support beams, equipment, and the workers.

Marius wasn’t sure what to look for so he
studied the workers. When a particularly small person passed, he
stopped the lad. “How old are you?”

The dirt covered boy looked up at him.
“Eight sir.”

Stunned, he let the child go.

Further down another worker, though taller,
but still slender bent to pick up a pick ax, losing her hat. She
was definitely a female or the men in this town took to growing
their hair long enough to braid and pin it behind their head.
Marius stopped by the young woman. “Ladies work in the mine?” He
questioned her.

“Some of us have no choice, mister. My
husband was killed in here last year and I have a child to feed.”
She bent to retrieve her hat and pushed it back down on her head.
“You best get back to work before they cut the few wages you’ll be
getting.” Turning away, she resumed her work.

Though Marius knew nothing about mines, he
did not like the idea of children and women working in this
hellhole. Especially when the women had children of their own to
raise.

The men paused before they exited the mine
and Marius turned to Richard. “Well?”

Solemnly he shook his head, mouth grim.
“This place is a death trap.”

“You can say that again,” a man not too far
away agreed.

“I can’t put this off, Richard. These people
are in more danger than Sabrina.”

Richard nodded his head and followed Marius
out of the mine.

The burly, gruff, filthy man approached
them. “Get back to work before I sack ya.”

Marius raised himself up with noble bearing.
“It is not I who has to worry about a job at the moment,” he stated
smoothly. “I want you to gather every man who is in charge of
running this operation.”

The few workers who remained outside stopped
their work, listening intently.

“Who the hell are you to be giving me
orders?” The man spit on the ground.

“There have been complaints over the safety
here and my friend and I just completed our inspection.”

“You have no right.”

“On the contrary. I have every right.”
Marius turned and looked at the men who now gathered around him and
Richard. “I want each man Chesterfield hired standing before me in
two minutes.”

The workers were gaping at the two gentlemen
and Marius addressed them. “Please bring everyone out of the mine.
I will not be the one responsible for deaths.”

As the workers filed out of the mine behind
him, Chesterfield’s men gathered before Marius and Richard. There
were five in all. Each filthy and two smelled of strong liquor.

“Is anyone else involved with the running of
the mine?”

“Only Chesterfield himself,” one of them
stated.

“Were you hired by Chesterfield, all of
you?”

Before nodding yes, they shared a look.

“Hey.” the man at the end of the line
stated, as if seeing the miners for the first time. “Get back to
work. This is not a holiday.”

The boy whom Marius had questioned stood
close to them. “We were told to leave, sir.”

The man raised his hand to hit the boy.
Marius quickly stepped between the two and glared at the filthy
supervisor. “Does this happen often young man? Being struck?”

His eyes were wide and he searched the faces
of the workers, wondering how he should answer.

Richard leaned down. “It is alright. Just
answer his question truthfully. No harm will come to you.”

“A lot, sir. But only if we’re not working
hard enough.”

Marius itched to beat the man but kept
control. “You five are relieved of your duties. You, with all you
belongings, will be gone from this land and town within the
hour.”

“You can’t do that,” one of them argued.

“I just did.” Marius dismissed him and
turned away.

“Who the hell are you? Only Chesterfield can
say what happens here,” another continued.

A smile spread across Marius’s face. “I
happen to Mr. Marius Parker, recently married to Lady Sabrina
Chester, owner of this mine. My friend, Baron Lavins has offered to
give me much needed advice.”

The burly supervisor at the end of the line
cursed. “You’re suppose to be dead.”

“I’m sure that was Chesterfield’s plans when
he set my house on fire. As you can see, I escaped safely, with my
bride, and am now taking over.”

The five men didn’t seem to want to
move.

“Do I need to assign escorts to see that you
are gone?”

Grumbling, the men turned and walked away.
Marius scanned the group and signaled the ten largest men to come
forward. “Stay with them until they are far from here.”

Nodding, they went to do Marius’s bidding as
he and Richard faced the miners who were waiting in anticipation
for what was to happen next. An older man stepped forward. “Pardon
me, my lord. Will Lord Lavins be running the mine now?”

Marius noted the man looked almost hopeful
at the suggestion.

Richard shook his head. “No, I am only here
as an advisor.”

Disappointment replaced the early hope and
the man’s shoulders slumped.

“Why would you want Lord Lavins to manage?”
He knew that Richard had profitable mines, but hadn’t been aware
that his reputation traveled further then his own lands.

The miners looked at Marius as if he had
just asked an incredibly stupid question. “Don’t ya know ‘bout how
he runs things?”

“Apparently, I don’t.” Marius was bemused.
Obviously these workers knew something of Richard that his friends
didn’t.

“Why he has the safest mines in all of
England,” another man stated.

“Well, as safe as mines can be that is,” the
man beside him added.

“The wages are good,” someone called out.
“My son left to work in one of his mines and is able to send a
little back to help feed the family.”

“Not to mention pensions,” an older man
spoke.

Marius grinned at his friend, who had
slightly colored at their admiration. “In that case, I promise to
seriously consider each of his suggestions.”

Smiles broke out among the workers.

“For the moment, however, the mine is
closed.”

Worry began to etch on the faces so Marius
continued. “You will still be paid as if you are working. Nobody
will lose his, or her, job unless they wish to.” Relief reflected
in the faces. “Is there a place we can meet later that will offer
enough room for all of us?”

“You may use the church, Mr. Parker.” A man
of approximately thirty stated.

“Perhaps you should ask the vicar, sir, if
you don’t mind.”

The man smiled. “I am the vicar. Times have
been difficult for everyone sir. Not just the miners.”

 


* * *

 


Sabrina burst through the front door, eager
to find Marius. He stepped out of library and she rushed into his
arms. “They are talking about you all over town Marius. At least a
dozen people told me what you and Richard did at the mine today and
are eagerly waiting for some meeting this evening.”

Smiling, he took Sabrina’s arm and turned
her toward the parlor. “I hope you don’t mind dear. My original
intention had been to inspect the mine only. After what Richard and
I saw, I couldn’t wait and had to shut it down and I fired your
uncle’s employees.”

“Mind, why should I mind?” Sabrina asked
with excitement.

“I didn’t want to make any decisions without
you. After all, you are the true owner.”

“Yes, but you are in charge.” She argued
back.

“Still, I want us to decide together what
happens from now on.”

Sabrina stopped to look at her husband,
smiling softly. Reaching up she touched his cheek. “Thank you,
Marius.”

 


 



Chapter 30

 


 


In just one month of marriage Marius was
already getting on her nerves. Sabrina couldn’t go anywhere without
him being with her, following her, or appearing close to her within
minutes of her starting a project inside the house or out. Just now
she stood in the center of the garden discussing the layout with
the men who returned to their former positions, leaving the mine
after they heard of the plans to restore the estate. Besides the
gardeners, there were men fixing a fence and repairing part of a
chimney. Others were painting portions of the house. She was in
clear view of not less than twenty men, all of whom they now knew,
yet Marius had followed her out here and waited patiently until she
concluded her business. Sabrina had half a mind to remain where she
was until the following morning. Instead, she excused herself and
marched over to her husband who was relaxing on a bench. With hands
on hips she stared down at him. “Must you continue to follow me
everywhere?”

“Until Chesterfield is disposed of,
yes.”

“Marius, look around.” She gestured to all
the workers. “Nothing could possibly happen to me here.”

“Is that so?” he asked lazily.

“Yes,” Sabrina yelled back, exasperated.

Calmly Marius stood. “Look around you,
dear.” He gestured to the woods surrounding the acreage.
“Chesterfield or one of his men could be hiding at this very moment
waiting to get a good shot at you.”

Sabrina judged the distance close enough for
success.

“I would prefer you not leave the house at
all, but don’t believe you will consider that option.”

She turned back to him, remaining stubborn.
“No, I will not. I refuse to hide, waiting for him to strike. Who
knows,” Sabrina shrugged her shoulders. “He may have given up by
now.”

“I hardly think so, dear.” After kissing her
on the cheek, Marius resumed his seat as Sabrina returned to the
gardeners. Though she hated to admit her husband may have a point,
she did look toward the woods on more than one occasion.

Two days later Sabrina shut the office door
after speaking with her husband. Marius was growing more tense each
day, waiting for Chesterfield to strike. Though she felt perfectly
safe, perhaps she should remain in the house for no other reason
than to alleviate some of his concerns. With that decision made
Sabrina wandered back to the front parlor where she had left Simone
a few moments ago drinking tea. They were still waiting for Richard
to return from town.

Pausing at the doors Sabrina found them
closed. Hadn’t she left them open? No bother, she probably didn’t
remember closing them or perhaps Richard had returned and was in
there alone with his wife. Just to be sure, Sabrina knocked. When
no one answered, Sabrina knocked harder. If no answer came, she
would retire to her rooms. “Simone, it is me, Sabrina. May I come
in?” Perhaps she shouldn’t have said anything and just walked
away.

“You can come in.”

Simone sounded a little bit odd, which
further convinced her Richard was in there. Perhaps she should just
say good night through the door.

“Please, Sabrina,” her voice called out.

Something was wrong. Perhaps Simone was ill.
Turning the handle she stepped into the room. Before she could act,
the door shut behind her and a gag was shoved in her mouth. Her
last vision was of Simone sitting in a chair blindfolded. She
kicked out at her assailant before she felt the blow to her
head.

 


* * *

 


Sabrina awoke to pitch blackness. It was no
place she was familiar with and it smelled dirty and felt damp.
Though her head was pounding she struggled to sit, ignoring the
pain, she reached out to find her friend. “Simone?”

“I’m right beside you, Sabrina.”

“Thank goodness. Are you hurt?”

“No, I am fine but I would appreciate it if
you would untie my hands.”

“At least they removed your gag before
dumping us here.”

“No they didn’t. I managed to loosen it
myself while I waited for you to wake. I was beginning to fear you
wouldn’t.” There was an edge of fear in Simone’s voice.

“I guess my head is harder than I thought.”
Sabrina finally got the knot free from the rope at Simone’s wrists
and Simone returned the favor.

Both free of bindings again, they relaxed
against the wall. Sabrina struggled to find some light, but
couldn’t and fought to hold her fear at bay. “It is pitch black in
here, I can’t see a thing.”

Simone chuckled beside her.

Immediately Sabrina regretted her words.
“I’m so sorry. That was insensitive.”

“No it wasn’t. It was a statement of fact. I
was laughing because our kidnappers blindfolded a blind woman.”

“I can see your point.”

“Don’t let the lack of sight scare you. I
know it is not easy to deal with when it happens suddenly.”

“You haven’t always been blind?” Sabrina
asked.

“Oh no. This happened five years ago. There
was a horrible storm at our country home and my son was crying in
his crib. When I bent over to pick him up, a large branch broke off
the tree outside and came crashing through the window. I was struck
on the head and knocked unconscious. When I came to my sight was
gone.”

“How dreadful.”

“Not really. Had I not been leaning over my
son at the time, he would have likely been killed. I would rather
live without my sight.”

Sighing. “Still, it must be very
difficult.”

“I was full of self-pity for a long time,
but Richard and a few others brought me around.”

“I don’t know where we are or how we are
going to get out of here,” Sabrina finally stated after some
moments.

“Then it is a good thing I was taken with
you.”

Sabrina couldn’t understand the almost
cheerfulness of her tone. “Why, so I won’t be alone?”

“No,” Simone answered her. “When I lost my
sight, I learned to rely on my other senses. For the first time in
a long time someone else would be relying on me.”

“How so?”

“We are deep in the mine. I listened to the
men talk as they left us and I followed their voices. The mine is
not completely quiet, even with no workers. If we are quiet and
feel our way along the walls I think we can find our way out.
Besides, we’ll eventually find a lantern for you to use making it
easier.”

“Why would they leave us here when there are
men working on the mine?”

“One of them mentioned that nobody was
scheduled to work this area for a few weeks.”

“Either they planned to leave us here to
starve or plan on coming back to kill us.”

“All the more reason to try and get out of
here.” Sabrina stood and helped Simone to her feet. The tied their
wrists together so they wouldn’t become separated in the darkness
and Sabrina allowed Simone to lead her out of the mine.

 


* * *

 


Marius couldn’t believe this had happened.
“I thought for sure she would be safe in the house.”

“As you should have,” Richard agreed. “There
are certainly enough servants about.”

“Then why didn’t any of them see or hear
anything?” He shouted at Richard.

“Don’t get angry with me. My wife is missing
as well.”

Marius cooled slightly and resumed his
pacing. It had been an hour since he had left his office and
climbed the stairs, anticipating some intimacy with his wife, but
was greeted by an empty chamber. Thinking she had remained
downstairs, he met Richard coming in the doors. While Richard had
gone upstairs Marius had looked for his wife on the main floor of
the house. Bewildered, he wandered back into the entryway running
his fingers through his hair, wondering where Sabrina had gone to
when Richard came back down asking where his wife was. It was at
that point they began to worry and Marius had every servant
summoned to search the house and grounds.

His wife and Simone had vanished and he
hadn’t a clue where to begin looking.

Logic told him the road into town would have
been avoided because of the risk of being seen. Still he sent two
servants in that direction with instructions to knock on every door
and ask if anyone had passed through. He gave the same instructions
to two more servants but directed them on the road to the mine. It
was the only road away from the house with nothing between the town
or mine but homes. It would have been too risky unless they had
been hidden in a carriage. Hopefully he would have his answer soon.
Marius would have gone himself but was afraid he would have gone
the opposite direction of his wife and determined it would save
more time if he stayed put until they returned. Richard had agreed
which left them both pacing and worrying.

“I don’t think I ever fully appreciated what
Taylor had gone through until now.” Richard stated as he poured a
brandy.

Marius agreed and accepted a glass from
Richard.

All of the men he had sent out returned an
hour later. Nobody had heard or seen anything all evening. A number
of the families were still outdoors due to the pleasant weather and
had only recently gone indoors.

The town was small enough that even a
nondescript wagon or carriage would have been noticed. “Then she
must be near still. I want everyone searching the woods now. Look
for any sign that someone may have passed through.” Marius ordered.
Silently he prayed nobody found their bodies.

Richard and Marius joined in the search,
staying to the center of the group so they could be alerted by
either side. Soon, they discovered a trail, quite by accident.

“This is a well worn path,” Marius
observed.

One of the servants had heard him and yelled
to him. “It is the path your wife’s father used to take to the
mine. It is quicker than the main road. I had plum forgotten it was
here.”

Marius and Richard shared a look in the
darkness before dashing off down the path. When they emerged from
the woods they found the mine ahead of them. Both extinguished
their lanterns so they could move about without being detected.

Silently, keeping to the shadows, they
circled the buildings until they found a clear view of the
entrance. One horse stood outside.

Richard stepped forward but Marius placed a
hand on his arm. “Slowly and quietly. We don’t want them to know we
are here.”

“Why only one do you suppose?”

“Our wives were probably brought here hours
ago. That must be their guard until Chesterfield arrives.”

“Chesterfield was never directly involved
before. Why now?”

“I believe he wants to make sure everything
goes according to plan.” Marius couldn’t bring himself to say that
Chesterfield probably wanted to kill Sabrina himself.

Before they entered the mine, Richard turned
to Marius. “I’ll take the lead. I’ve been here daily for the past
week.”

Marius nodded for him to continue.

 


* * *

 


Sabrina and Simone felt their way along the
tunnel. In places the walls were dry, in other they were wet with
mud and sometimes slimy. Sabrina was glad she could not see what
her hands were touching.

“My eyes must be adjusting. I’m beginning to
make out the walls of the tunnel,” Sabrina offered hopefully.

“We must be getting close. Close enough for
the light to penetrate the darkness,” Simone added
enthusiastically.

A few feet further Sabrina heard a clang
from Simone’s boot striking a metal object on the floor. She waited
while Simone bent down to see what she kicked. “It is a lamp. We
must be close.”

“I’ll try to find a flint.” Sabrina searched
the area with her hands, but came up empty. “Nothing.” Resuming her
place, the ladies continued down the tunnel. If a lamp had been
left here then there was a very good chance they were moving in the
right direction. But in the event they did not locate another,
Sabrina carried it with her.

After two more turns, Simone’s feet struck
metal again.

“They are tools, Simone,” Sabrina stated
excitedly after examining the items. “We must be getting
close.”

A few feet away, Simone’s head struck an
item. “It’s another lantern.”

They were stopped and Sabrina could feel
Simone searching in the darkness and she did the same, as best she
could with her wrist tied to Simone. “There is a flint here as
well.”

Sabrina handed the lamp to Simone in
exchange for the flint. In just a matter of moments the lamp was
burning and Sabrina could finally take in their surroundings. “This
must be one of the areas the men are working on.”

“Let’s just get out of here.” Simone handed
the lamp back to Sabrina. “You can take the lead now.”

Keeping her friend close, Sabrina warned of
obstacles and helped Simone step over various tools that had been
left in the path. Sabrina couldn’t help but feel they were finally
safe.

“Going somewhere?” Her uncle asked when she
came face to face with him around the next turn.

 


 



Chapter 31

 


 


“What are you doing here, Uncle James?”

“Shouldn’t it be obvious? I’ve come to
insure you don’t return above ground. The men who were supposed to
take care of you thought it sufficient enough to leave you in the
depths of this mine.”

Sabrina stepped back, holding Simone by
placing with an arm around her waist and holding the lamp in the
other hand. For a moment she considered disappearing into the mine
again.

“Clearly they underestimated you, which is
why I knew I had to finish the job.”

Where was Marius? Surely he knew she was
missing by now. Would he even think to check the mine? It was dark
out when she and Simone had been taken and he probably didn’t know
where to begin searching. Hopefully he would think to search for
her here, and soon.

Sabrina kept backing up. Her only choice was
to disappear into the darkness again.

Lord Chesterfield produced a gun. “Don’t
even think about hiding from me Sabrina. If you run I’ll shoot you
all the sooner.”

Sabrina stopped. She couldn’t run with
Simone by her and she couldn’t risk Simone being shot, even though
her uncle probably intended to do that very thing. Her best chance
was to try and buy some time. “Why are you doing this? Does the
estate mean so much to you that you had to kill my father, all the
others, and now me?”

Chesterfield had the audacity to laugh.
“This estate? Don’t be an idiot. Now that you have married, I have
nothing. As soon as you have a son, I won’t even have a title.”

“So you are killing me because I may someday
have a son?” Sabrina asked. Her uncle was truly mad. “Why should
that even matter. Ramsey is next in line for the title. I am simply
a female born into this family.”

“It wouldn’t matter even if you had only
worthless daughters. I’m ruined,” he ranted without answering her
question.

Sabrina stared horrified at her deranged
uncle. He was making no sense. “I don’t understand.”

“The legacy you stupid girl,” he roared.

“What legacy?” There was no legacy that she
had ever heard of.

“Enough. It is clearly beyond your
understanding.” Raising the pistol he took aim.

Instinctively Sabrina stepped in front of
Simone. “Please uncle. I beg you. I’ll give you everything I
own.”

He didn’t answer her, but aimed his gun at
her chest and cocked it. Just as he depressed the trigger a shovel
came from out of nowhere, striking his arm and sending the shot
wild. Stunned, Sabrina stared at him as he attempted to reload
while looking for his assailant.

“Run, my lady. I’ll find you,” a young boy’s
voice came from behind her uncle.

“Yes move Sabrina, now.” Simone pulled her
backwards with a force that astounded Sabrina.

“It’s going to cave in. Move!” Simone
ordered, now pulling harder, but her uncle had reached out,
grabbing her arm and wasn’t letting go.

“He has me, Simone. Untie our wrists and go
to safety.” Her words were lost in the deafening roar as rock and
dirt came plunging down on them. Sabrina couldn’t protect herself
because her uncle had one arm and she was tied to Simone with the
other. Dropping to her knees, she ducked her head, hoping she
wasn’t crushed or worse, buried alive.

The cave-in was over in a matter of seconds.
Sabrina remained where she was, waiting to see if anymore of the
ceiling fell and convincing herself that she was still breathing.
In fact, she had only been struck with a couple of rocks and only
her side was paining her. Raising her head slowly, Sabrina opened
her eyes. She had been thrust into the darkness again as well as
complete silence. Testing her limbs she began to stand, only she
couldn’t get upright. The rope tied to her wrist wouldn’t let her
move. “Oh Lord, Simone.”

Falling to her knees, Sabrina felt along the
ground for her friend. Sliding her hand up Simone’s arm and down
her body Sabrina was assured Simone hadn’t been crushed. However, a
sob broke when she felt the sticky wetness on Simone’s head.
Quickly Sabrina brought her hands back down her body, relieved to
feel the heart beat and pulse. She sent a prayer of thanks that
Simone had only been knocked unconscious and hoped all she suffered
was a headache. Isn’t that what had happened to her earlier?

Feeling along the ground, Sabrina realized
her eyes had begun to adjust to the darkness again. Faint shadows
could be made out so they couldn’t be completely sealed off.
Fighting the panic growing inside, she untied the rope and began to
search for the lamp and flint.

She hadn’t expected to find a hand and
recoiled instantly with a screech. Simone was behind her so the
hand had to belong to her uncle. Afraid he was waiting to grab her,
Sabrina scooted away. . Simone didn’t move behind her and her uncle
had not stirred either. Finally, Sabrina tentatively reached out
again, prepared to yank her hand back at the first movement. The
fingers lay still and she adjusted her position so his hand
couldn’t grab her easily and felt up his arm. She got only as far
as the elbow before there was nothing but dirt and stone. Slowly
she felt her way back toward his hand. He had no pulse. Her uncle
was dead. Apparently crushed by the cave-in he had caused. She
could not mourn the man. Instead, she felt a tremendous amount of
relief because that particular danger was now behind her. Now what
to do?

Standing, she felt along the pile of rocks
and dirt. There must be a small opening somewhere or she wouldn’t
be able to see the shadows.

“Lady Sabrina?”

She tilted her head up. Had someone said her
name?

“My lady? Are you alright?”

Yes, someone was talking to her from the
other side. “Yes. Who is there? Where are you?”

“It’s me, Tommy Ginnis. There is a small
hole at the top here.”

Sabrina strained to look up, trying to
locate the source of the light and his voice. Finally she saw it
close to the wall, not far from where Simone lay. She could barely
reach the opening and knew it would be impossible to get through. “
Tommy, can you go get some help?”

“Right away ma’am. I just wanted to make
sure you were still alive before I got your husband.”

“Thank you, but we will need a doctor for my
friend and my uncle is dead.”

“I’ll be back before you know it.”

 


* * *

 


Marius and Richard had been winding their
way through the mine when they heard the echo of the gun followed
by the rumble from the cave-in. Without hesitation they took off
running toward the sound only to be run into by a young boy running
equally fast. The boy stared up at him wide eyed. “Mr. Parker, Lord
Lavins, sirs, I was just coming to get you.”

“Were you at the cave-in?”

“It was Lord Chesterfield. He is dead
now.”

“What about our wives?” Marius resisted the
urge to shake the boy for answers.

“Her ladyship and her friend are stuck on
the other side. Lady Sabrina is fine but says her friend needs a
doctor.”

The two men exchanged a worried look before
Marius turned back to the boy. “I want you to get every available
man down here. Tell them what has happened. Some men are searching
the woods.”

“Yes, sir.” The boy ran off and Marius and
Richard proceeded into the mine with caution. At least their wives
were alive and Chesterfield dead. They weren’t about to risk
another cave-in due to recklessness. Soon they came to the pile of
rubble. “Sabrina?” Marius called out, afraid to speak too
loudly.

“Marius?” her voice asked from the other
side. She sounded far away.

“How can you hear me?” he asked walking
toward the blockage.

“Through this small hole.”

Marius searched until he saw a part of her
hand. Neither man commented on the fact it was covered in blood.
Marius could see Richard clench his jaw as he paled. “Are you
hurt?”

“I’m fine.”

“And Simone?” Richard finally asked.

“She is unconscious. None of her body was
covered in the dirt and rocks but she must have been struck on the
head because she is bleeding. Her pulse is strong.” Sabrina offered
after a moment in an attempt to calm Richard.

“The boy has gone for help. We will get you
out of here shortly.”

“I knew you would save me,” Sabrina stated.
“I am going to sit down now with Simone. I don’t want her to be
frightened when she wakes.”

Richard and Marius shared a concerned look.
Sabrina didn’t sound right. Too calm and a bit distant.

“Should we begin digging?” Marius asked.

“As much as I would like to get Simone out
of there, it is too dangerous.”

“What do we do?” Marius asked.

“When the others get here, they will want to
brace the rest of the walls and ceiling first to prevent any
further cave-ins before they dig.”

“So we just sit here and wait?” Marius asked
angrily.

Richard turned on him. “It isn’t any easier
for me. At least your wife is conscious and talking, but I will not
put either of them at further risk.”

Marius calmed slightly. Richard was right of
course. He had to be just as worried, if not more. Still Marius
found it difficult to only wait.

In a matter of minutes the mine began to
fill with men and women. The more experienced men stepped forward
to assess the situation and began discussing how to reinforce the
mine before they dug.

 


* * *

 


Sabrina could hear more voices coming from
the other side. She almost wished she couldn’t hear as clearly as
she did. She and Simone were far from out of danger. Again, she
placed a hand in the center of Simone’s chest. The heart was still
strong.

“Sabrina, love, how are you holding up?”
Marius asked through the opening.

“I’m not sure how to answer that.” Her voice
cracked.

“We will have you and Simone out of there
soon.” Marius said with confidence.

“What is happening on your side?” She asked
after a few moments. Returning her hand to Simone’s head, she found
it was still bleeding and bit her lip, and once again feeling for
her heartbeat.

“Some of the men have arrived and are
beginning to work on getting you out.”

His answer was evasive. She could hear the
worry in his voice even if he did try to hide it.

“Marius.” She began hesitantly.

Even though the others were working
silently, he knew Sabrina could hear every word. “Yes.” he finally
answered her.

“I heard them talking. I know this could
still collapse on us at any moment.”

Marius didn’t respond immediately. “That is
true, love.”

“Then tell me what they are doing to solve
the problem.”

“First they need to add support all around
us before they can begin to dig.”

“You are not helping,” Sabrina half
accused.

“They have sent me to this corner, out of
their way because I don’t know what to do. I think I am more of a
liability and I’d rather trust your life to these experts at the
moment.”

Sabrina smiled in the darkness. It had to be
killing him to not be working on the rescue.

“You own this mine now. Perhaps you should
learn how to work in it.”

“Actually, you own the mine, dear. Perhaps
you should be the one to work in here. You wouldn’t be the first
woman to do so.”

Sabrina shivered at the thought. “We own the
mine.” She corrected him. “And once I am out I am not setting foot
in here again.” Pausing she examined Simone with her hands again.
“In fact, Marius, after being here myself I think these men and
women need a larger raise than you originally planned.”

Marius grinned. “What of all those profits
you would lose?”

“To hell with them. Close the place and find
these men and women better jobs.”

Marius chuckled. “Then we would be denying
England of her resources.”

“I could give a fig.” Sabrina mumbled, once
again examining Simone. She knew she was repeating herself each
minute by checking the wrist, heart, and head but she couldn’t help
herself. Why wouldn’t she stop bleeding?

“Why won’t she wake?” Sabrina asked out
loud.

“She will in time Sabrina.”

“Her head is still bleeding.”

“Does she still breathe?” Richard asked.

His anguished tone tore at her and she
wanted to kick herself. She had forgotten about Richard. “Her pulse
and heartbeat are strong. I keep checking.”

“Sometimes it takes some time to awake from
a blow to the head. I am sure Simone will be fine.” Marius offered
the comforting words.

Neither said a word for some moments.
Finally, Sabrina spoke. “I suppose you are right. I have no idea
how long I was unconscious.”

Marius stiffened. “When was this?”

“When they took me from the house.”

“How many?”

“Two I think. All I remember is stepping
into the parlor and seeing Simone blindfolded and tied. The next
thing I recall was waking up here with a raging headache.”

“Alone?” Marius asked.

“Only Simone and I.”

 


* * *

 


Marius was beginning to get worried. Sabrina
was losing the life in her voice and was speaking in a hollowed
tone.

“Tell me what happened next?” Marius urged,
looking at Richard, who shared his worry. “We were much deeper in
the tunnel. It was pitch black and I couldn’t see a thing. Simone
had laughed.”

“When I said I couldn’t see. I apologized of
course. It was really thoughtless of me to complain about the
darkness.”

“I don’t believe Simone was angry with you.”
Richard offered.

“No, she wasn’t. She laughed.”

When Sabrina remained silent, Marius
prompted her to speak again. “Go on, love.”

“How horrible it must have been.” Sabrina’s
voice trailed off.

“Keep talking to me Sabrina. Then what did
you do?”

She didn’t answer right away. “I’m glad you
are here Marius. Simone will be glad Richard’s here as well when
she wakes.”

“You know I don’t like to be far away from
you, love.”

“I’m frightened, Marius.” Her voice trembled
and he wanted more than anything to be there with her, offering
comfort and protection.

“I am too.” Marius openly admitted.

When Sabrina didn’t speak, Marius forced her
to continue. The men were close to finishing the support work and
would begin to dig soon. Still they were far from danger. “What
happened next?”

Silence followed. Marius wasn’t nearly as
worried when Sabrina was talking, even if she did sound strange. He
hoped if he could keep the communication ongoing and she wouldn’t
slip away. “You never told me why Simone laughed.”

“She found it entertaining that they had
blindfolded her so she couldn’t identify them.”

Richard and Marius shared a strained smile.
“What happened next?” Marius prompted, moving slightly to be out of
the workers way.

“After finding the lamp and lighting it, we
made it this far at a much quicker pace.”

“Is this where you encountered your
uncle?”

“Yes. It was very strange. I believe he is,
or was,” correcting herself, “quite mad.”

“What did he say?”

“He was ruined because I was married and
would lose his title if I had a son. None of it made any sense to
me. He said something about a legacy.”

Marius recalled hearing the same thing from
Mr. Jacobs but hadn’t bothered to find out what exactly the legacy
was. He would make a point to, once free from here.

“He meant to kill me.” Her voice was
sounding haunted now, as if she wasn’t really with them. “He would
have shot me if Tommy hadn’t hit him with the shovel.”

“Tommy?” Marius asked.

“The little boy I sent to get you.”

The young man they had run into. “I’m sorry.
I didn’t think to ask his name.”

“Why isn’t she waking?” Sabrina
despaired.

Marius hoped that as long as Sabrina was
worried about Simone she would stay with them mentally.

“I’m sure she will be fine.” Marius assured
her.

“She saved me, you know.”

“Simone? Yes, she led you out?”

“The cave-in. Simone felt or heard it before
I realized what was happening and pulled me back. I never got a
chance to ask her how she knew.”

“She can sense things better than the rest
of us,” Richard answered.

“It’s my fault this happened to her.”
Sabrina’s voice caught. “She would have been further away if she
hadn’t been pulling on me. Uncle had a hold of my other hand.”

Marius hadn’t realized how close Sabrina had
come to being buried alive until then. Glancing down, he noted
Chesterfield’s foot peeking out from the rubble.

“I wish Phoebe were here.” Sabrina stated
after some moments. “Are the men digging?”

“Yes, they are. It shouldn’t be long. Why do
you want Phoebe?” Marius asked. Richard had begun digging. When
Marius had reached for a shovel, they had gestured for him to
remain where he was. They must all think she is teetering on the
edge as he did.

“She told me once that even the most minor
head wounds bleed profusely, though she didn’t know why. With her
experience she would know if I should be worried.”

“That she would,” another voice agreed.

 


 



Chapter 32

 


“Lord Sandlin?” Sabrina asked in an odd
voice. She was now beginning to doubt her own mind. Had this entire
conversation been unreal, a figment of her imagination? Why would
Lord Sandlin appear here when he was clearly in London, unless her
mind conjured him at the thought of Phoebe.

“It is I, Sabrina. Phoebe is waiting at the
house with Janine.”

“What are you doing here?” Was she really
speaking to Phoebe’s husband?

“As soon as we learned Chesterfield had left
London we hurried to catch up and warn you.”

“Who all is with you?” She asked
hesitantly.

“Everyone, Martin, Dillon, and Noah are
right beside me digging. Janine and Phoebe, as I said, are waiting
at the house.”

“This seems very strange,” Sabrina stated to
herself out loud.

“Not really.” Taylor continued. “We arrived
this evening and intended on staying the night at the inn since it
was late. Dillon was the only one who was going to ride and warn
you. He was just getting ready to leave when the news reached us.
I’ve never seen a town clean out so quickly. Everyone who lives
here is outside.”

“I’m glad Phoebe is here. She’ll know what
to do.”

“She will probably tell you that you are
worrying for nothing,” Marius offered.

The timbers cracked above. Sabrina looked up
and held her breath, her arms instinctively moved to cover Simone.
There was complete silence from the other side. Had they abandoned
her, or were they really there to begin with. Everything was so
muddled and all she wanted to do was lay down and sleep, so
tired.

A moment later axes and shovels could be
heard and Sabrina was assured she and Simone were not alone. Her
hands once again checked Simone’s pulse, heart beat and breathing
before she touched her head. She could no longer tell if the
bleeding had stopped because her hands and Simone’s head were
sticky with blood.

She swallowed hard and forced the panic
down. She must think of something else. Something that would help
keep her alert. She couldn’t go to sleep now. Not with Simone still
unconscious. “If we have all these guests, do you know what that
means Marius?”

“No, what?”

“It’ll be our first house party. Or, country
party, whatever you call them.”

“It appears so.” Marius matched the strained
cheerfulness of the tone she tried to put forth.

“Of course we can’t really start enjoying
ourselves until Simone is recovered. It wouldn’t be very fair to
her especially since she did save my life.”

“I’m sure everyone will be in
agreement.”

Lantern light flooded into her darkened
space when several rocks were pulled away from the collapse.
Sabrina needed to shield her eyes from the sudden pain. They needed
a moment to adjust after being in pitch blackness for so long.

Richard was the first one through the
opening, which didn’t actually surprise Sabrina. After all, it was
his wife who was unconscious. Marius followed and Sabrina looked
down to the head cradled in her lap when Richard lifted the lamp to
examine his wife. She sucked in her breath, shocked at the sight.
Simone’s forehead had been split open and blood covered a good
portion of her face and head, having dripped onto Sabrina’s skirts.
But, it was the only blood on her person. Well, except for the
bloody hand prints on her chest from the several times she checked
her heartbeat. Other than being very pale and the wound to her
head, Simone appeared otherwise uninjured.

 


* * *

 


It was Sabrina’s appearance that shocked him
the most. Her hands and gown were covered in blood. Even though he
knew it was Simone’s blood, it didn’t make the appearance less
frightening. Marius was just thankful she was alright. Pale and
possibly in shock, but whole, and that was all he could ask
for.

Between the two of them Marius and Richard
managed to lift Simone through the opening to the others. Richard
followed so he could carry her to the doctor.

Marius helped Sabrina to her feet and drew
her into his arms. Sabrina fell into him, and he kissed her
quickly. “There will be more later, when we are out of here.”

Sabrina offered a slight smile, her eyelids
drooped and she leaned her head against his shoulder as Marius led
her to the opening. “I can’t imagine why I am so weak.”

“It’s just from being stuck in here.” Marius
continued to support Sabrina until they came to the hold in the
wall. Not only was she barely walking on her own, but her speech
was faint.

He assisted her through the opening and
followed close behind. They had only taken a few steps towards the
exit when she looked at him with confusion. “I feel very
strange.”

Marius was able to scoop her limp body into
his arms before she landed on the filthy floor. He had only taken a
few more steps when he felt warmth at his side. Pausing, he
adjusted her to look down. Blood was seeping into his shirt. “Bring
me a light,” he hollered.

Dillon was at his side in a moment, as was
Noah, both with lanterns raised so Marius could better examine
Sabrina. She was covered in so much blood he couldn’t find an
injury. He squatted down and settled her on his knees and rolled
her body from side to side. Despite the blood soaked gown he was
able to find a hold in the dress on the right side above her hip.
“That bastard did shoot her.” It took only seconds to stand and be
out of the mine before Marius began yelling for the doctor.

The women had been placed in the back of a
wagon and surrounded by blankets from the neighboring homes. The
doctor had already temporarily bandaged Simone’s head when Marius
appeared with his wife. “Lay her flat and cover her, Mr. Parker.
I’ll examine her further at the house.”

The wagon moved at a snail’s pace, careful
to avoid any ruts in the road. It felt like an eternity before they
arrived at the house. Marius and Richard had stayed with their
wives and walked beside the wagon. The other gentlemen rode ahead
to alert the households to make preparations. The doctor was
waiting as well.

“You may put Lady Lavins in her bed. I’ll be
up momentarily.” Without moving Sabrina, he cut away the gown at
her side, locating the bullet hole. “She needs to be moved with the
greatest care.” Marius picked her up gently and took her to their
chamber. Janine sank into a chair, pale at the sight of Sabrina.
Phoebe appeared only slightly shaken but followed the doctor.

“The bullet did not exit.” The doctor stated
gravely. “Have one of the servants cut away her gown and wash her.
I’ll return after I check on Lady Lavins.”

Phoebe followed him out of the room.

Sabrina’s maid retrieved the scissors but it
was Marius who removed the clothing and bathed the blood from her
body. There was so much blood. Pulling the cool sheet up over her
body he waited for the doctors’ return while praying for his
wife.

Dr. Ginnis was alone when he returned. “It
appears Lady Lavin’s only injury was the blow to her head. The
bleeding has finally stopped and Lady Sandlin offered to stitch the
injury.

“Has she awakened?” Marius’ voice was
hoarse.

“No.” Dr. Ginnis stated flatly. Lifting the
sheet from the side, the doctor tried to retain all modesty for
Lady Sabrina. The hole was just at the indent in her waist. An inch
or so over and the bullet would have missed her. The doctor looked
up at Marius . “I’ll need to remove the bullet and examine the hole
to see if there is any other damage.”

Marius nodded, clenching his jaw.

“Perhaps you should call a servant to help
hold your wife.”

“No. I can keep her still.”

The doctor met his eyes. “I am suggesting
that perhaps you shouldn’t be here, sir. Maybe it would be better
if you joined your friends, have a brandy while I see to your
wife.”

“Doctor, I understand your concern. I’ll
stay calm and keep my wife still.”

The doctor opened his mouth to argue but
must have noted Marius determination and shut it a moment later and
set to work searching for the ball. Even though she was
unconscious, Sabrina must have felt the pain on some level of
consciousness because occasionally she stiffened or moaned. Marius
leaned over her, holding her body still while the doctor worked.
Marius talked to Sabrina quietly while the doctor probed, pulling
out the bullet. Blood gushed from the wound and the doctor pressed
a cloth to the opening. Once the bleeding was reduced the doctor
poked and prodded the wound further, pulling out the bits of
material.

Marius wondered what else could be in there.
The bullet was gone and there couldn’t be any of her dress, from
what he could see from what the doctor already discarded.

Dr. Ginnis straightened and pressed a new
cloth against the opening of Sabrina’s wound and looked up at
Marius. “It is a good thing that your wife still wears a corset,
unlike so many young ladies today.”

Marius raised his eyebrows in question.

“It slowed the bullet. Luckily your wife
didn’t suffer a fatal injury and nothing vital was struck.”
Pausing, he looked at Marius seriously. “Still, there is always the
chance for infection. If she doesn’t develop a fever over the next
day or so, I am certain she will recover nicely.”

Marius nodded mutely and prayed that his
wife didn’t develop an infection and thanked the Lord her injury
hadn’t been as serious as it could have been.

“Do you have any alcohol?”

Marius nodded. “Scot Whiskey. Crates of
it.”

A half smile graced the doctor’s face. “I
heard rumor of smuggling in the past.” He pulled the cloth away and
Marius noted most of the bleeding has stopped. “Could you get me a
bottle?”

Marius was torn between leaving Sabrina and
doing what the doctor asked. He would only be gone a minute. With
reluctance he left the room and ran to library where two of the
bottles from the cellar were shelved.

He handed the bottle to the doctor. After he
removed the cork he looked back up at Marius. “You will need to
hold her again.”

Marius pressed his hands to Sabrina’s
shoulder. When the brown liquid entered the wound her back arched
and she attempted to roll. Marius bent forward and whispered loving
words in her ear, hoping to calm her. Surprisingly, Sabrina did not
awaken. It must be the loss of blood keeping her unconscious.

A moment later the doctor set to stitching
the wound. Sabrina lay still and quiet, her breath slow and
steady.

 


* * *

 


Marius stayed with Sabrina through the day.
At the insistence of Phoebe, he ate from the tray she brought to
the room, but refused to leave Sabrina’s side. She seemed so pale
and he worried about how dangerous it was to lose as much blood as
she had. He also couldn’t get over his amazement of how she kept
her wits about her while she and Simone had been caught on the
other side, and replayed their conversation over in his mind. Dr.
Ginnis told him it was quite possible Sabrina hadn’t known she had
been shot. He had seen similar reactions in war. In the heat of
battle men fought, driven to keep moving forward until it was over.
Only then would they realize they had been wounded. He couldn’t
explain why this happened especially since Sabrina’s loss of blood
should have caused her to lose consciousness long before she was
brought out of the mine.

One crisis had passed after Simone had
awakened and appeared to have her wits, only suffering a headache.
It took much longer for Sabrina. Marius only knew of this
development because Richard came in to tell him. Other than that,
he knew nothing of what was happening in his household. With each
moment that passed that Sabrina didn’t awaken, the more concerned
he became. The doctor had assured him that the sleep was not
unusual given the trauma of the injury and loss of blood. She
needed to rest and heal. Often he touched her cheeks and forehead
for signs of fever.

The only person who bothered him and was a
frequent visitor was Phoebe, who spent more time trying to force
him to eat and sleep than taking care of Sabrina. As dusk was
beginning to fall, Marius finally stretched out on the bed beside
his wife, away from her injury. Turning on his own side, he laid a
hand on hers and closed his eyes. He would know instantly if she
awoke and he would awake himself. Still, he wouldn’t let himself
sleep soundly for fear of her developing a fever.

 


* * *

 


The room was completely dark when Sabrina
awoke. It took all her energy just to lift her heavy eyelids only
to face blackness. Her mind was foggy. Was she still trapped in the
mine? How could she have fallen asleep when they needed to escape?
No, they had escaped, or she thought they had. Marius was there, he
was helping her walk, and she had felt so strangely weak. Had there
been another collapse? Were they trapped again? Where was
Marius?

Panic rose and Sabrina struggled to sit,
until a sharp, burning pain shot through her side. Crying out in
pain, she fell back against the pillows. Her mind barely registered
that she was in a bed before she felt the bed shift with movement
from the other side.

“Sabrina. Don’t move, love, you have been
injured. Just hold on for a moment while I light a lamp.” The
sudden brightness of the lamp hurt her eyes and she closed them
instantly. Her side throbbed, her head hurt and her stomach
churned.

“Let me light a fire before I extinguish the
lamp. It won’t be nearly as bright and will be further away.”

She could hear the thud of wood being
dropped and the unmistakable sound of a flint, followed the light
faint smell of smoke that tickled her nose. Moments later, the
light beside her bed vanished. She slowly opened her eyes as Marius
sat in the chair next to the bed. His face was etched with worry.
There were small wrinkles at the corners of his eyes, which she had
never noticed before and at least a day’s growth of whiskers on his
face. What had happened? Simone? She had to be alright. Sabrina was
unaware she had spoken the questions out loud until Marius
answered.

“Simone is fine. Besides a few stitches, she
only suffered a raging headache.” He grew more serious, lifting her
limp hand to his lips. “It is you we have all been worried
about.”

Sabrina’s lips were dry and she tried to
lick them only to find her mouth dry as well. In an instant, Marius
was gently lifting her and placing a glass to her lips. Sabrina
sipped, grateful yet wondering why everyone had been worried. When
Marius removed the glass and gently settled her back on the pillows
she winced, feeling the pain in her side. “Why would anyone worry
about me?”

Marius raised an eyebrow and one side of his
mouth. “Have you not noticed the pain in your side?”

Her brows knit. “Yes. I must have been hit
by falling rocks.”

Marius shook his head. “If only that were
the case.” He looked deeply into her eyes and all his worry had
returned. “You were shot, Sabrina.”

She would remember if she had been shot. Her
uncle’s gun did fire, but that young boy had knocked his arm with
the shovel so his aim was off. “Uncle missed.”

Marius leaned forward and kissed her
forehead. “No, he didn’t. The bullet struck you in the side. The
doctor removed it this morning after we got you out of the
mine.”

Sabrina shook her head in disbelief. “No. I
would have known.”

Marius smiled and kissed her lips before he
explained everything that transpired while she was unconscious.

Sabrina could only stare at him. None of
this made any sense at all. Wouldn’t a person remember being shot?
Why didn’t she collapse next to Simone? Her mind was becoming
muddled and her energy fading. His voice was drifting saying
something about Scot Whiskey, her eyes too heavy to remain open.
She would need to ask him later. Would it be rude to fall asleep
while he talked?

His lips touched hers and Sabrina
sighed.

“Sleep well, Sabrina.”

Her eyes were closed before he raised his
lips. In the light, his worry receded. She was no longer deathly
pale, yet the color in her cheeks wasn’t from a fever as he had
checked when he kissed her. He knew he shouldn’t be hasty because
an infection could still develop, but hope was restored now that
she awakened for at least a short time. He remained sitting by her
side, holding her hand and watching her for the remainder of the
night. As the dawn creased the sky again, twenty-four hours after
the bullet had been removed, Marius sat forward to feel her brow.
It was still cool. An incredible relief awakened his muscles and
tears burned in his eyes. The danger was finally past. Lying down
next to her, he fell into a deep dreamless sleep, still holding her
hand, needing that contact with her.

 


* * *

 


A month later, fully recovered, Sabrina and
Marius returned to London.

“Uncle kept ranting about a legacy,” Sabrina
remarked while she and Marius told Ramsey what had happened in
Hopewell.

“Mr. Jacobs mentioned something of the same
when we met, but I didn’t ask for an explanation, being more
concerned with when our uncle would return.”

“I’ll have a note sent around asking that he call on us when he has
time.” Marius rose from the settee and walked to his desk where he
penned a message to be delivered.

An hour later, Mr. Jacobs arrived at their
home, while Ramsey was still present.

Marius ushered them into the parlor and
Sabrina poured the man a cup of tea.

The man took a hasty sip then set the cup on
the table and withdrew papers from a satchel. “You already know how
the land inherited from Lady Sabrina’s mother is to be passed so I
will not go over it again.”

He cleared his throat. “I believe it is the
Chesterfield legacy that has brought you the recent trouble.
Because of this legacy, each of you must promise not to share what
I tell you with anyone, other than Lady Chesterfield of
course.”

They nodded, waiting.

“The secrecy is to protect future daughters,
though I doubted any of your ancestors would have ever dreamed of
one of their own bringing danger.”

“Please explain,” Sabrina encouraged,
becoming anxious with the cryptic words.

“The legacy was established during the reign
of Queen Elizabeth. For generations the Chesterfield line produced
ten daughters for every son and they feared the title would become
extinct and the lands and wealth reverted back to the crown. Once a
queen was on the throne who certainly understood the plight of not
having a male heir, they petitioned their cause. Since then, the
one to inherit all the land and wealth would be the eldest of the
eldest of the eldest, if they survived.”

There was a moment of silence before Ramsey
spoke. “Sabrina is the eldest, of the eldest, of the eldest.”

Mr. Jacobs nodded. “The title goes to the
male next in line, which is you, Lord Chesterfield. Your uncle knew
that his time was limited as far as control over the estates.”

Mr. Jacobs focused on Marius. “Your wife
received her mother’s land as a dowry. She won’t receive the
Chesterfield property until a child is born. Until that time, Lord
Chesterfield has control of the estates and the title.”

He leaned forward took a drink from his cup
of tea then withdrew his handkerchief and patted his brow. “If Lady
Sabrina has only daughters and Lord Ramsey has a son, then his son
will inherit the title and Lady Sabrina’s eldest daughter the
estates. This will continue until a male is born of Lady Sabrina’s
line unless no children are born, then Lord Chesterfield and his
children will become the heirs.”

The solicitor turned to Sabrina. “Your uncle
never managed his finances well. He knew the moment you delivered a
child he would have only a title, seat in Parliament, and any funds
you decided to provide for him.”

“That is why he kept me at the academy and
lied to Ramsey. It was more than my mother’s estate.”

The solicitor nodded.

“Why the secrecy?” Marius finally asked.

“To protect the daughter. Even then, men
would have offered marriage to gain the wealth, knowing his own son
would eventually have the title. So to protect them from insincere
men, the grooms never learn of their fortune until a month after
the vows.”

The solicitor turned his eyes back to
Marius. “There is also a safety clause. Though I don’t believe you
would ever harm your wife, her ancestors were still worried about
other husbands.”

“Go on.” Marius leaned forward.

“If for any reason your wife should die,
before her time, under suspicious circumstances and after leaving
an heir, the husband will be suspected of murdering her to gain
complete control of the wealth unless it can be proven otherwise.
If that is the case, all control of property and estates will be
taken from the husband and the heir will be given to the next in
line to raise and protect.”

“It appears they thought of everything,”
Marius whistled.

“I mean no offense sir, but there has been a
history, though centuries old, of those exact circumstances
occurring.”

“None taken.” He smiled.

Sabrina sat forward for clarification. “If I
had a daughter, then a son, my daughter would inherit everything
but the title and my son, only the title?”

“That is correct. There have been a few
occasions where that has happened, but it occurred more with
cousins as with you and Lord Chesterfield. If your first child is a
male, then all goes to him and he takes control of the title at the
age one and twenty.”

 


 



Epilogue

 


 


December 29th

 


The last of the guests had left and Marius
was finally alone with Sabrina. Without waiting for the carriages
to pull away, Marius turned intent on taking his wife up the stairs
to their bedroom. Sabrina didn’t budge from her spot. “There is
something I wish to give you. Could you wait in the parlor for
me?”

Marius was intrigued, and even though he
desperately wanted to make love to her, he agreed to wait and
walked into the designated room while Sabrina went upstairs for his
gift.

After pouring himself another brandy, he
relaxed into one of the various chairs situated around the
fireplace after having to move a pillow. Smiling, he picked up the
pillow. No, his friends would never know why there were throw
pillows everywhere. It was their own secret. Sabrina had come a
long way in accepting her passionate side but she had difficulty
beginning the initiation. Thus the pillows began to appear in the
various rooms where Sabrina wished to make love, for which Marius
gladly complied. She didn’t always need the pillow to muffle her
cries, his own mouth served the purpose often enough. The pillows
were simply her way of expressing her desire.

“You look pleased husband.” Sabrina paused
in doorway.

Marius stood and turned to greet her. “I am
very happy, Sabrina. How could I not be?”

Sabrina stepped into the room, closing the
door behind her. Marius grew hopeful when he heard the lock click.
His wife had also removed her dress and was wearing a silk dressing
gown.

She grabbed his hand and pulled him into the
center of the room. “My last Christmas gift for you this year.” She
handed him a large box that had been hidden behind her back.

Marius sank to his knees and began tearing
the wrapping. More paper filled the large box and he had to dig
until he found the gift. Before he ever saw the item, he knew it
was another pillow, though he couldn’t imagine a place they hadn’t
made love. Before he looked at the pillow, he glanced up at his
wife with a grin. The vision practically drew his breath away. She
had removed her robe and was wearing a new creation, obviously
created by Bridget, the seamstress in Hopedale, given how
provocative the piece of silk was. It clung to every inch of her
body, including the very slight bulge in her abdomen, where their
first child had begun to grow.

“Look at the pillow.”

Marius did as she asked. The entire pillow
was embroidered with mistletoe. He couldn’t believe she was willing
to risk being caught in a doorway.

“Do you remember last Christmas?” She
asked.

“Clearly.”

“Then I was perfectly content to simply kiss
you all night.”

“I can’t help but wonder if you had read my
mind then.” He came to his feet, pillow forgotten as he pulled her
into his arms.

“How so?”

“I can remember thinking, while I plucked
the berries; I hoped this Christmas I would get what I everything
wanted.”

“What would that be, pray tell?”

“Do you really need to ask?” He was intent
on maneuvering her to the closest mistletoe.

“All you have to do is look up.”

Slowly, he did. Above him, hanging from the
lights was a spray of mistletoe. Grinning at his wife’s
inventiveness, Marius pulled her close again before capturing her
mouth.
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His Impetuous Debutante

Lady Phoebe Johansen embarks upon her first season
with two goals in mind – to remain unwed and scandal free in
London.  It isn’t that she is against marriage and if her
situation were different, she would welcome the opportunity for
love and children. It is just not practical.  Unfortunately,
her older brother is smothering any chances she has of actually
enjoying the season out of fear her impetuous nature will land her
in predicaments more ruinous than the physical mishaps she had
suffered at home. 

Taylor Qualls, the Earl of Sandlin, is
forced once again to face his own obligations this
season.   He has a year and a half to find a suitable
bride and produce the heir as dictated in his grandfather’s
will.  Nobody needs to tell him that Lady Phoebe is the last
woman on earth he should marry.  After all, given his own
track record with wives and Lady Phoebe’s penchant for mishaps, she
wouldn’t survive a month as his bride.

 


 


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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