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My dear reader, 

You have here the second book of the Gentlemen series. I expect that if William touched you, Roger will make you smile as he lives his adventures. As in my previous novel, I warn you that what you’re about to read is a product exclusively from my own imagination. Having warned you, I hope that you enjoy reading these pages.

Sincerely, 

Dama Beltran

For my husband.

Thank you for our life.

“In love and in war... Anything goes?”

Dama Beltrán
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London, September 26, 1866. Mr. Lawford’s residence.

Colin looked thoughtfully at the street. He saw the liveliness of it even though it was a gloomy day: carriages going back and forth, pedestrians hiding under their umbrellas, anxious servants quickly doing their chores...Everything around him would still be the same when he left. Everything but her. He knew that what he was about to do was madness, but he was doing it for her own good. He couldn’t leave her alone and, after the third visit to the doctor, there was no other choice. Time wasn’t in his favor. What started as a mild and unseen shaking in his hands wasn’t like that anymore? Now all his body trembled and, if his illness was quickly advancing as it had with his mother, he would soon be dying in the worst conditions.

The young man wrinkled his forehead as he remembered her. He saw her once again lying in bed, unable to move, not even to feed herself. It was like watching a beautiful flower that grew, vigorously blooming, but withered in the end. He couldn’t end up that way. He couldn’t look at Evelyn’s terrorized face when death was already by his side. He didn’t want her to remember how her only brother died without being able to do anything about it. That’s why he was taking the best decision. He knew it when he saw the Duke of Rutland defy the Earl of Coneywood. That violent act, those words of hate towards the person who had almost ended the Duke’s life...It was in that instant that he understood who Roger Bennett was: his only hope. 

“You should think a little more about your last will.” Mr. Lawford pushed up his spectacles with a finger and looked at the young man carefully.

Arthur Lawford was over forty years old. Even though he had a messy, disarrayed appearance, a slight smell, and a sour nature, everyone praised his work as a lawyer. Perhaps because he started working when he was only fifteen years old under the supervision of his father, one of the greatest crooks of the city. In London, if you wished to gain something beyond suspicion, Mr. Lawford achieved it without any hard work. That’s why Colin had contacted him. He didn’t care the means used to achieve it. He was just interested on doing it soon. 

“I have been thinking about this decision since the spring. I cannot delay it any longer and, even though it seems like madness, I am sure it’s the best choice for her,” Colin said, walking away from the window and to the table.

He looked tired, much more than the day before. The dark circles around his eyes, the thinness of his body, and even the sadness in his walking gave him away. He didn’t know how he had been able to hide his illness from Evelyn for so long.

“What will Miss Pearson think?” The man insisted after reading, for the tenth time, what his client had dictated to him.

“She will hate me with all her might but, fortunately, I won’t have the pleasure of suffering it.” Colin smiled wryly, took the document, read it and signed it without hesitation. Then he looked at Mr. Lawford and asked, “Then for it to be legal, does it only need his signature?”

“Yes. Once Lord Bennett signs it, this will be official,” the man said with resignation.

“Perfect!” Colin exclaimed happily. “I will get it!”

“Do you really believe you can put a collar on a wild dog?” Lawford asked, looking at his client puzzled. He understood his desperation, but he couldn’t understand why he was about to do this. 

“I will put it on. Well, I’ll just get the collar close, as you’ve called it. He’ll let Evelyn fasten it,” Colin said without erasing the smile from his face.

“May God protect Miss Pearson!” said the lawyer, rolling his eyes.

“More like may God protect Lord Bennett from my sister,” Colin leaned back in his chair, looked at the document again, and burst out laughing.
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His hands traveled once again across her back. The softness of her touch enthralled him to the point that he lost any grip he had. She was the perfect woman: beautiful, hot, sweet, passionate and the best of all... widowed. Roger Bennett moved his mouth close to hers to take in the intensity of her moans. He had never heard a mistress sob with such force while being penetrated. She whimpered, her body twisting, asking for more and he offered it to her. He closed his eyes when he noticed that her sex began to throb. He was about to burst. He strongly grabbed the woman’s waist and just before the seed burst, he pulled out from her body. Without lifting his eyes and taking pleasure for himself, he let Eleonora say the usual expletives after such action. She hated that their passionate affairs always ended that way, but he was unable to ejaculate inside any woman. Even after her insisting comments about other contraceptive methods, Roger didn’t believe her.

Since William discovered that Lady Juliette was not the widow, she said she was, and suffered the consequences of a deception, he took much more care of the statements from any woman. What would he do with a child? Nothing. He wasn’t even thinking of having one. He couldn’t allow a moment of pleasure to alter the rest of his life. Though, if he thought about it better, he wouldn’t be the first Bennett to father bastard children. His respectable father was a good example of it, he who had accused him of not being an adequate man to hold the title of Marquis of Riderland. How many children had he? Twenty, thirty or maybe forty? He had lost count when the last servant entered asking for mercy. After that, he wasn’t going to become what he hated so much. 

“You leave me cold as ice!” Eleonora exclaimed, grabbing the bed sheets to cover her body.

“Mon amour...” Roger looked at her out of the corner of his eye and smiled. “Don’t get mad at this poor and lovesick man...”

“Stop it, don’t look at me that way!” she said angrily.

“Do you want me to leave? Do you want me to never come back?” He got up quickly from the bed and without hiding his nakedness, stepped to the armchair where he had left his clothes.

“Do whatever you want!” She kept raising her voice. She turned her back to him and, like an angry girl, started grumbling.

She didn’t want him to leave. If he did, she wouldn’t be able to fulfill her objective, and it wasn’t fair after she bought from that gypsy every type of potion to get become with child, but without him she wouldn’t be able to make it. Eleonora took a deep breath, trying to grab the man’s attention. She wanted him to believe that she felt hurt by his doubts and get rid once and for all of his lack of confidence that was an obstacle in her reaching her objective: not to be the widow of a vulgar merchant and become the future Marquise of Riderland.

“Don’t get angry at me, mon amour,” answered Roger with a sweet voice. He buttoned his shirt, adjusted his breeches, and before he finished dressing, walked towards the woman, raising her chin with one of his fingers and giving her a tender kiss. “I’ll be back tomorrow and you’ll love me again as you’ve done in the last two months.”

“What if I don’t?” she asked defiantly.

“Ce n’est rien...I’ll look for another widow who doesn’t mind making love without storing my seed between her legs.” He left the room, placing his jacket over his shoulders.

When he closed the door, something exploded onto the wood. Moments later he heard a woman screaming. Roger smiled and with a firm step left.

[image: image]

Playing cards wasn’t as interesting as in the past. Of the three of them, it was just him in the Club. Frederick lived far away from the world with a woman he barely knew because she never left her rooms. According to his friend, she was always sick or unwell, sick and unwell. He hoped that after the little one’s birth, Cooper would take some quiet days in London, but it was not to be. Frederick did not appear.

He couldn’t count on William either because since he had married Beatrice three months before and they announced that she was with child, no one made them abandon Haddon Hall. Apparently, they need to live far away from the world to enjoy their love without interruptions.

“Another drink?” asked one of the players.

Roger looked at the person who had spoken to him. He narrowed his blueish eyes at the young Pearson, the only witness to the offense of William by Coneywood. After that morning on which he saw him leaning against a tree in Hyde Park, he thought it would be the last time he would see him. But he was wrong. Suddenly Pearson was frequent visitor at the Club and it was rare the Fridays in which his seat wasn’t taken. 

“Do you want to get me drunk?” Roger said with a sarcastic tone. He raised his left eyebrow, looking at him without blinking, and when he saw the change he wished to produce on the man’s face, he burst into laughter. “Of course! Don’t leave my cup empty!”

“Well, gentlemen,” another player started saying as he anxiously smoked his cigar. “I lose again. I think that, after ten defeats, the best choice is to withdraw. Tonight, luck is not by my side.” He placed his cards on the table, moved the chair with his calves, and after saying goodbye to everyone, left.

“We’re still three here...” Roger whispered humorously. “Who will go next?” He raised his eyebrows while he clenched the cigar with his teeth.

“Do not think this game is yours...”

Colin had to encourage Bennett to continue. He couldn’t let him escape another Friday. During the last few days he had barely stood on his feet, and he had used the little strength he had left to come this evening. If he didn’t fulfill his goal, his sister would be left helpless.

“Oh, no?” Roger looked at him defiantly.

“No!” The young man said firmly.

“Let's raise the bet then...” Bennett challenged him.

“If you’ll excuse me...” Another player intervened. “I also withdraw. As I’ve seen, the game will raise and I have neglected to bring my wallet.”

“You haven’t brought your wallet, Mr. Smith, or is it that your wife will cut your neck? Because as far as I know, she is a woman with a bad character.” Roger jested.

“So many topics are spoken of lately...” Mr. Smith said reluctantly as he was putting his jacket on. “Especially about your regular visits to a young widow.”

“Just one?” He resumed sarcastically. “Then nothing you’ve heard is true.”

“Goodnight, gentlemen. I hope to see you the following Friday.”

“Goodnight,” answered Colin, after a sudden silence from Roger.

“Well? Are you leaving or staying?” insisted Bennett after a time of silence during which he had lit another cigar and had filled his cup once again.

“I’m here to play and I’ll play!” Colin exclaimed, making himself look as if he was offended. “So that you don’t think I’m cheating you,” the young man started explaining while he searched in his pockets, “here’s my proof!” He threw onto the table a sealed envelope.

“What’s that?” Bennett asked as he stopped smiling.

“The deed of my London residence. It isn’t too large, but it will be cozy enough for your mistresses,” affirmed the young man solemnly.

“Oh!” Roger exclaimed. “This so kind of you! I’m sure that the ladies will be thrilled with such proposal. But, in the hypothetical case that you win this game, what will be your reward?”

He looked at him direct in the eyes, trying to uncover how a brat could face an experienced player like him. What ace was he holding onto up his sleeve?

“Your ship,” he said without hesitation.

“My ship?” Roger wished to know, both surprised and interested in his joke. “You want to keep my ship? But...What will you do with it, boy?” He rose from his seat, walked to the table behind them, took paper and pen, and started writing.

“Well... it will be interesting to know what’s outside of London. I’m tired of gloomy days, of the rain and even the people around me, aren’t you?” Colin didn’t stop staring at the envelope. He had gone too far and he had so little time left that he started to panic. How would he get his signature? How could he open the envelope and prevent him from reading what was written?

“That’s why I bought it, young Pearson. It takes me away from all this damned society,” Roger explained, scribbling over the paper and giving it to the young man. “You must sign it. If you wish to have my ship, I need your consent.”

“Then...” Colin tried hiding the happiness provoked in him to hear those words. He already knew what his next step was. He took the envelope, opened it and, hiding the content of it under his palm, drew close to him. “I know you’re a man of your word...”

“Of course!” Roger said angrily.

“Then if there’s nothing else to be said, I’ll sign your paper and you sign mine.” He placed the paper in front of Roger, praying that he wouldn’t want to read it. 

Without saying a word and barely looking at him, Bennett signed the page with alacrity then gave it back, waiting for the young man to do the same. When each one of them each had their agreement, they resumed with the game. 

It lasted longer than what they had expected. Colin started sweating when he realized luck was not on his side. He had a Straight Flush and he wasn’t going to lose with it. In the middle of his apparent calm, he asked himself how he could move two of the cards to change them for the ones he had hidden up his sleeve. He watched his opponent’s attitude more than once. He seemed upset, biting the cigar with certain anxiety, taking long sips from his cup, and didn’t stop rattling the table. It was clear, he wasn’t going to fulfill his objective. Suddenly, someone interrupted their game forcing the door open. Roger turned to it to see who it was; in the meantime, the young man threw his best cards to the floor and took the ones he had hidden.

“I’m sorry to interrupt, I thought that Mr. Smith was still in the room,” said the man breathlessly. 

“He left a while ago,” Bennett answered as he turned towards the young man.

“Thank you and once again, I’m sorry for the interruption.” He said goodbye and closed the door behind him.

“Well, Mr. Pearson,” Roger said placing the cards over the table so that the young man watched. “I think that my ship is yours. I’ll miss you.”

Angry, he rose from his seat and started pushing it back with his calves. He couldn’t believe that boy had won the greatest of his treasures.

“Don’t you want to see my hand?” Colin asked.

“There’s no need, you’ve won. Only if you’ve...” He kept quiet when the young man revealed on the table what he was holding in his hand. Suddenly, all his sadness turned into euphoria.

“You’ve won, Lord Bennett” the young man said with a sad tone.

“You can keep your property. I don’t plan to accept...” Roger started saying as he watched the young man’s sad face.

“You’ve given me your word!” said Pearson getting up from his seat quickly and handing him the envelope to the man. 

“But it doesn’t seem fair to me that you lose...” He was going to say what little he still had, but his lips sealed quickly. The Pearson family misfortunes were widely known and he didn’t want to harm a man who had lived through them. Though everyone considered him as an unscrupulous being, they were wrong.

“It’s yours!” Colin raised the letter to the man’s face. “Do you want to embarrass me, Lord Bennett?”

“Of course not. I wish...”

“Then take it!” he insisted with more intensity than what his weak body had to offer him.

“Are you sure?” Roger raised his left eyebrow and watched the young man for a while.

“Yes,” Colin answered firmly. 

“If that’s what you wish...” Roger took the envelope and placed it in his jacket’s right pocket. “Anyway, if tomorrow when day breaks you’ve reconsidered it and you want me to give your property back, you won’t have any reproach,” he said seriously.

“Thank you very much for your offering, but despite my youth, I never back out from my actions.” Colin stretched his hand to Roger to say goodbye. “Good night, Lord Bennett. I say the same.”

When his opponent left the room, Colin took his seat quickly, brought his hands to his face and smiled. He had done it; he could go on with his plan and, if God was generous enough, he would finally rest in peace.
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Evelyn walked away from the bed sheets. She didn’t like to stay asleep when the maid appeared. It gave a lazy appearance that was quite distant from reality. She didn’t agree with the ladies of high society’s behavior. For her it wasn’t correct that a future lady stayed in bed until midday. Though it was also true that she wasn’t a young Miss anymore and she would never be a Mrs. At more than thirty years, who would ask her to marry? Angry, watching how the future she had dreamt of fell to pieces with a bad decision, Evelyn quickly got up from her bed, walked to the window to open the curtains, and allowed the brightness from outside to come into her room. She hoped that the day hadn’t started yet. She loved looking at the sun rising in between the hills. However, she was saddened when she saw it was raining again. “No! Not again!” she thought sadly. 

She hated rainy days. She sincerely believed that once the sun shined, she would stop feeling the sadness she felt in her heart, but it seemed as if the climate wasn’t on her side. It didn’t wish to see her happy. Resigned to stay another day inside Seather Low, she walked sadly to the basin, washed her face, and pinned her hair.

“Good morning, Miss Pearson,” the maid greeted her after opening the door and taking steps inside her room. “Have you rested well?”

“Good morning, Abigail. Yes, of course,” she lied.

After waiting for her brother to come home until two in the morning, Evelyn had gone to her room and was unable to fall asleep until she was exhausted. The maid walked determinedly to her wardrobe, chose one of the light-colored dresses that the woman owned, and moved forward to dress her. 

“Is Colin at home?” Evelyn asked as Abigail buttoned the buttons on her gown.

She knew the answer, but she was hoping he had arrived after she had fallen asleep. 

“No, Mr. Pearson hasn’t come back yet.”

“This is quite strange...” Evelyn mumbled. “If I’m not mistaken, he told me he would sleep here.”

“He might have needed to stay another night in his residence,” Abigail said, with some insinuation.

“Colin is not that type of man! He would never do such a thing! He’s a Pearson!” Evelyn exclaimed, angered after listening to such a blatant suggestion.

“I’m sorry,” the woman apologized, bowing her head. “I didn’t mean to...”

“Well, if he doesn’t come, we’ll go visit him. He’s been quite strange lately and I don’t know what’s been bothering him so much,” Evelyn commented after adjusting her dress and walking to the door.

“Do you want to have breakfast or will you have it elsewhere?” The maid wanted to know.

“I’ll have breakfast here. But while I do, please inform the coachman that I wish to leave for London before midday,” Evelyn explained as she was leaving the room towards the dining room.

While she drank tea, Evelyn couldn’t stop thinking where her brother could be. Despite the unfortunate insinuation of her maid, she was starting to believe it. Colin had always been a respectable, educated, and sweet young man, but his humor and his attitudes had changed. He answered her with anger when she asked him if he was alright and avoided any conversation about his future; she suspected he had a secret, one which she wasn’t able to discover no matter how much she tried. 

“Too many unknowns...” Evelyn whispered to herself.

She drank the last sip and placed the cup on the saucer. Examining the toast, she wrinkled her nose. She didn’t want to keep eating, her stomach had shut down because of worry for her brother, and for their future. As much as he insisted that she shouldn’t worry, she did. Since their father had died, three years ago, the income they received wasn’t adequate to live as they’d lived before. Indeed, they had six servants go who had worked at Seather before she was even born. She needed to lower their expenses as much it hurt her. 

Evelyn got up from her chair and walked around the dining room thinking about the possible alternatives to prevent her selling the home where she was raised, where her parents had loved each other and where they had died, their only legacy... Suddenly, she heard the sound of a carriage. She ran to the window to confirm if it was Colin, but it wasn’t. It was the priest’s carriage. What did Mr. Featherington want? If he insisted once again on fundraising for the poor, she would have to reveal to him that they were in need of help, and she wasn’t willing to become the rumor of London. She had had enough when she had announced the breaking of their engagement. She had no desire to listen once again to the desolate arguments about poverty.

After breathing deeply, Evelyn walked to the entrance hall. She wished to open it herself, to prevent him from discovering that the butler was no longer in their service. She grabbed the door knob, raised her chin and put on her best smile.

“Good morning, Mr. Featherington,” she greeted him, stretching out her hand. 

“Good morning, Miss Pearson,” he answered her greeting. 

Evelyn carefully studied the man’s face. He seemed sad. Maybe too much. Suddenly a strange shiver traveled through her back and felt cold. 

“I need to speak with you.”

“Of course,” said the woman. “Join me in the drawing room.”

Evelyn tried keeping calm though she small quivers rushed through her. It was possible that her anxiety wasn’t justified, but her head didn’t stop whispering that her life was about to change once again. With a determined pace, she led the priest to the drawing room and let him go in first, watching his hands behind his back and his head leaning down. The woman twisted her own hands forcefully and waited for him to start speaking.

“I’m sorry to be the one to deliver this news,” the vicar started explaining, “but I’ve decided to come before the doctor or someone else decided to do it. I think that the friendship between us for years has given me the right.” 

Evelyn looked at him carefully. Her first tears started to fall and, as much as she wanted to stay on her feet, her legs weakened so much she had to hold onto a chair. 

“Miss Pearson...” Mr. Featherington said after turning to look at the woman, “I’m afraid to inform you that your brother has... has passed away.”

Evelyn tried saying something, but it was impossible for her to do so. A knot strangled her throat, preventing her groan. She started seeing blurrily and those slight trembles were increasing. Suddenly, her weakness was more accentuated and she couldn’t stay on her feet. She finally broke down and fell.

“Help! Help!” The priest exclaimed as he raised the woman’s head from the ground. 

“What...?” Abigail stepped quickly into the room. When she saw the scene, she brought her hand to her mouth and didn’t know how to react. 

“Help me!” The man screamed as he noticed that the maid was paralyzed. “Take her arms and bring her up! I’ll raise her legs,” he ordered. 

“Miss...Miss Pearson...” The maid whispered while she fanned her face with her hand. “Wake up. Oh God! What happened? What have you said to the Miss that made her faint?”

“Mr. Pearson has passed away.”
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He closed the door slowly. As much as Mr. Anderson had insisted on waking him, the servant was scared. All the staff knew the first rule of the house: never bother the master until he demanded the services himself. However, he had been given the horrible assignment of breaking that rule. He swallowed when he saw the silhouette over the bed. As usual, the master slept naked, and the bed sheet barely covered his legs. His valet looked to the other side. If his master opened his eyes and found him in the dark, watching him without blinking, he could send him to jail. The young man heard a noise, turned to the door and tried getting out of there, but it was too late – the master had noticed his presence. 

“What happened?” Roger growled watching the silhouette of a person by his side. 

“Good afternoon, milord. I’m sorry if...”

“Good afternoon?” He growled as he sat up in his bed. “What time is it? What day is it?”

“It’s Sunday, milord,” answered the man while he walked closer to the window to open the curtains.

“Sunday?” A small smile appeared on his face. Sleeping for so long and with such laziness caused him more joy than anxiety. 

“I’m sorry that I woke you, but Mr. Anderson insisted that I did. He says you must learn as soon as possible the news that had been published in London,” the young man explained after returning to the door.

“What news?” Roger raised his eyebrows and looked at the servant carefully. The naughty smile disappeared quickly. If his valet had broken the most sacred rule of Highfield Hall it must be because of only one thing: something had happened to Frederick or William.

“Mr. Pearson...” The valet started saying in between mumbles. “Mr. Pearson...” he repeated.

“What? Mr. Pearson, what? Speak at once!” Roger exclaimed angrily. He rose from his bed and without shame at his nakedness, stood before the man. 

“He’s dead,” the servant answered, closing his eyes.

“How? What do you mean?” Roger asked, raising his voice.

“That he’s dead,” the servant whispered. He continued with his eyes closed and to confirm to his master that he wasn’t looking, he leaned down his head.

“Yes, I heard that!” He shouted in anger as he walked to the basin to wash his face and wake himself up.

“They say one of his servants found him yesterday morning in his bedchamber after hearing a strange noise,” he started narrating.

“And?” Roger threw water at himself with such strength that he not only got his face wet, but also soaked his hair and torso.

“The man was in his bed in a puddle of blood. He shot himself in the head and no one could save his life,” he explained. The valet, understanding why Roger had walked away, walked quickly to the wardrobe to take one suit.

“Did the weapon fire itself?” Roger asked in surprise.

“That’s what’s being said, milord. But among the servants it is said that it was suicide. The young Pearson didn’t often clean his weapons, he hated them.”

“So you’re telling me he was brave enough to shooting himself?” Roger turned to the boy without decreasing the anger his face showed.

“Yes, my Lord. That’s what it seems.” He lifted his hands and displayed the chosen clothes, waiting for the master to accept his choice.

“How could he do such a thing? Hadn’t he thought of everything...?” Roger couldn’t finish the phrase. It was then that he remembered the card game and what he had in his pocket. With long strides, he walked to the chair where he had placed his clothes before going to sleep. Not finding them there, he looked at his valet and asked, more preoccupied than angry, “Where are my clothes?”

“Which clothes, milord?”

“The one I wore yesterday!” Roger said with such strength that the servant started trembling fearfully.

“The washerwomen have them,” he answered. He lowered his head and tried walking to the door. Until now the master hadn’t been cruel with his servants, but what he was doing showed him that was about to change.

“Bring it to me! Have no one touch it!” Roger ordered.

The man left the room as quickly as he could. He was so nervous that he slammed the door, though Roger wasn’t conscious of the noise. His mind was busy remembering the moment in which the young man offered him his property. He sat on the bed shocked by the news, feeling guilty for such dramatic ending. He was sure a man on the edge of despair would do anything to end his agony, and losing his last possession had just speed up his decision. Pearson had refused to accept his offer, as Roger warned him that he could ask for it and that he would give it back with no objection. 

“Do you wish to embarrass me, Lord Bennett?”

This question hit him suddenly. No, of course he had no wish to embarrass him, even less knowing that the Pearson family was going through a difficult economic situation at the moment. 

He raised his hands to his face and clutched it. Everyone would blame him for Pearson’s death. Everyone would point at him to prove that, as usual, he had destroyed yet another family. Before he was able to get up and scold his servant for being delayed, there was a knock at the door. 

“Here you go, milord,” the man said, placing the jacket on the seat. “The washerwomen haven’t touched it.”

“Good, leave it. Leave me alone. I’ll call you when I need you,” Roger said with a deep voice.

“I’ll be behind the door,” the valet informed him on his way out.

Roger got up from the bed and walked to the armchair. He placed his hand inside the left pocket and, not finding anything, growled. Then he put his hand in the right pocket and took out the envelope. Quickly he opened it and started reading, stretching his hand behind him, looking for a place to sit. 

I, Roger Florence Bennett, future Marquis of Riderland, in full mental faculties, make official my engagement and marriage to Miss Evelyn Lauren Pearson...

He couldn’t keep reading. The only thing Roger saw before folding the page was Pearson’s signature, Mr. Lawford’s signature, his own, and even the Queen’s signature accepting the marriage. He felt an intense chill make its way through his body. He started sweating so much that the sweat fell from his forehead. His vision was blurred, he could barely determine the paper’s silhouette. He opened his hand letting the paper fall to the ground as he fell back in shock. 
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Dressed in rigorous black, Evelyn followed her brother’s coffin, walking with her head down behind the carriage. She didn’t have the strength necessary to take a single step, but she had to do it. She had to be with him in these final moments. She noticed pressure on her arm and looked out of the corner of her eye to discover who was holding her. It was Abigail, her maid, her only friend, who did not stop crying, praying to God and comforting her, telling her life had something good for her future. 

But Evelyn wasn’t paying attention. She was just trying to understand who had a hold of her and who was placed next to her. It was impossible for her to remember; the only lucid memory she had was that of the priest and how she suffered sudden blindness when hearing to the news.

Colin was dead. 

He decided to take his own life and abandon her. Why?

The ‘why’ appeared later, when the doctor visited her that afternoon. He informed her that her brother had suffered the same illness as their mother and, as much as he had insisted on facing it with the greatest integrity possible, he chose not to continue suffering that terrible pain. Evelyn remembered the difficult moments that she endured watching her mother, a woman full of energy, positivity, and life, ending her days crippled in a bed, looking endlessly at some point in the ceiling with a gaunt face, unconscious of her body’s decay. No, of course her brother did not want to suffer that agony. Would not she have done the same?

She leaned her head down, not wanting to look at anything, though she saw little around her because of her black veil. She just saw Abigail...the only person alive with her.

She heard the carriage stop, and the endless whispers from the few people who had attended the funeral came to an end. They were close to the feared end, too close for her to know she wouldn’t be able to embrace her brother, that he wouldn’t sit in the armchair listening to her reading while he drank a brandy, that she wouldn’t hear him laugh...that she would be alone for the rest of her life. Evelyn tried getting loose from her maid’s grip while her tears pouring like a river down her face, hidden underneath the veil. She wanted to be with him until he was buried in his grave, underneath the ground, but Abigail didn’t let her go by herself. Evelyn brought the flower that she was holding to her lips and kissed it. It was a tulip, Colin’s favorite flower. She let it fall onto the box and could barely breathe when the first soil started covering it. 

She heard Abigail whispering something. She couldn’t understand what it was about, though she thought she was telling her to leave as they started walking towards the gate. Suddenly, the maid made her stop. 

“Miss Pearson...” 

Someone had gotten close to them. She couldn’t distinguish the person’s silhouette, though his voice was quite familiar. 

It was Coleman, the doctor, the man who had appeared in her house after the vicar. “Once again, I am sorry for your loss.”

“Thank you...” Evelyn answered with a long sigh. 

“If you need anything, my home has its doors open to you,” the man continued saying. 

“I just want to be alone,” she said in a faint voice. 

“Of course. But remember my words.” Coleman inclined his head and left. 

Abigail held her arm tightly, as if with that gesture she was able to comfort her. It didn’t. She could not comfort her. For the rest of her life she was to live without a family, with no one who cared for her, no one who worried for her wellbeing. How would she face it? How would she be able to survive? Evelyn had barely any money in the coffers and she wouldn’t be able to sell Colin’s residence. Who would by a property in which his owner had shot himself in the head? Her only way out was to leave London and move in with the only relative she had left: her great aunt. 

“I’m sorry for your loss...” 

Another masculine voice interrupted her walk. Evelyn did not recognize it. She tried remembering if it might be one of Colin’s friends, but the soft, velvety, slightly foreign accent didn’t offer any clues.

“Thank you...” She answered while looking at the ground.

“You must know that your brother was an honorable man.”

“Honorable?” Evelyn mumbled. She raised her face slowly to who was standing next to her. She could barely distinguish his face’s features, the veil preventing her. The only thing that got through the dark fabric was his intensely blue eyes. “You describe a man as honorable, who just committed suicide?”

“Miss...” He tried to speak. 

“Do not even think about saying another word, sir,” Evelyn resumed with a defiant voice. “I appreciate that you’ve come to the burial, but that gives you no right to say that my brother...”

“Your brother, Miss Pearson, was, is and will be the most respectable man this goddamn city has had,” said Roger holding the woman’s arm and speaking with gritted teeth. 

Evelyn looked at the person who was tightly holding her arm. As much as she tried to remember who he was, she did not know. It was a total stranger who had the gall to grab her by her arm before everyone in the funeral. She breathed in, raised her chin, and strongly pulled herself loose from his grip. She wanted to answer him. She wanted to scream at him that he didn’t know her brother if he thought she was anything like him, but she couldn’t. It was impossible for her to argue with his words. Maybe because she believed them too. 

Ignoring him, Evelyn started walking to her carriage. She wished to get away from there as soon as she could. She needed to go home and cry until she had no tears left.
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After pulling himself together and reading the document about twenty times, Roger decided to go to the funeral. He wanted to see with his own eyes that the young Pearson’s death wasn’t a lie. It wouldn’t be the first time that relatives, desperate for money, devised similar hoaxes to achieve the desired stability. As his valet dressed him, he tried remembering the last night he spent with the young man. He didn’t show any sign of what was to happen the following day. Pearson had smiled, played, talked with the other players and even drank more than what a man his age often drank, but who was he to judge the whisky that others drank? 

Suddenly, too clear a picture appeared in his mind. If he wasn’t mistaken, it was the moment in which Pearson got up from his seat to throw the envelope into his face. He remembered it over and over trying to calm his uneasiness. He hadn’t noticed then, perhaps because he had not been interested in it at the time, though he now saw it clearly: the young man was scrawnier, the dark shadows around his eyes seemed like a mask, and his pulse wasn’t as regular. “He was sick,” Roger thought to himself. 

“Milord.” Anderson appeared in the door, interrupting his thoughts. 

“Have you prepared the carriage?” Roger wished to know. He took the envelope and placed it inside his jacket pocket.

“Yes. The coachman has just informed me that it’s ready.”

“Have you found out at what time it will be held?” 

The butler looked at him astonished; it was the first time in the many years he served him that the master had adopted such a deep, impersonal voice. “At five, sir.”

Roger looked at his clock and frowned. It was already half past four. He couldn’t take time to eat, he would once he had spoken with Mr. Lawford and find out what alternatives he had to annul the document. In complete silence, he left the room, went downstairs to the hall, and waited for Anderson to bring his coat and hat. 

“Poor man...” The servant whispered before Roger stepped into the carriage. “The family must be destroyed.”

“There’s going to be many more people suffering from Mr. Pearson’s loss,” Roger answered seriously.

Anderson closed the door and stood, watching his master. He couldn’t understand what he wanted to express, but without a doubt something important would happen after that death. He had never witnessed such feelings from the future Marquis. Not even when he drank until he dropped. The uneasiness made him feel a chill. He looked at the coachman and indicated that he should start driving. If the owner of Highfield Hall had problems it was best that he solved them as soon as possible.

Roger moved the curtains of the carriage. He needed darkness to think about what had happened. Darkness always made him better when thinking things through. He had to find a way out, something to get him out of the problem he had gotten himself into. The man had set him up and he had fallen in it without even noticing. Now he understood the young man’s fussing when Roger had tried to refuse the gift, the satisfaction Pearson’s face expressed when Roger put the envelope in his pocket, and his continuous appearances in the Club. Pearson was waiting for his moment. He had woven a spider’s web and, with the tranquility that characterized a predator, had waited for his prey. 

Roger deserved it. He should’ve never underestimated an opponent, no matter how vulnerable he seemed. However, even though he had signed the paper, he wasn’t going to get married. He would look for any excuse not to. He could even fake his own death, if Mr. Lawford told him that would save him. He wasn’t a man for one woman. He was a man who loved every woman. 

Suddenly his body grew numb. He hadn’t thought about it as doubt reached its peak. 

“Mon dieu!” Roger exclaimed as he brought his hands to his face. “How is Miss Pearson?” 

Before finding an answer, the carriage stopped. Roger jumped out of his seat and got out of it quickly. The light blinded him to the point that he had to close his eyes. When he finally opened them, he stayed still as a stone. The funeral carriage was before the cemetery’s entrance. The staff were taking out the box in which the man’s body was laid and beside it were only five people crying for his loss. 

It couldn’t be true. Why had no one come to see him off? Did he not have any friends? Roger wrinkled his forehead and tightened his fists. It was the way the man had ended his life. It would be a dishonor for his family and anyone who came to see him off for the last time. However, he didn’t have this type of social scruples. He didn’t care what the conceited high society people thought. 

As he grew closer, he tried to figure out who the three men with the two ladies were, and which of them was Miss Pearson. A small whimper came out of his throat as he saw Mr. Lawford’s silhouette. He was to blame for his misfortune and he had to speak with him after the last shovel of earth covered the coffin. He tried avoiding the possible conversation he might have with the lawyer at the end of the funeral, but it was impossible for him to think of anything else. Why wasn’t he aware of the trap? Would he have offered him that residence in London as payment? It made no sense to think about that, as Lawford was wealthy enough, and if he had told him Pearson’s intentions, Roger would have paid him twice. 

He continued walking until he was some steps behind the women. Who would be his future wife? The one at the right or the one at the left? They were both tall and skinny. He couldn’t see their hair color as they both had hats on covering their hair. 

“Lord Bennett,” a familiar voice greeted him.

“Dr. Coleman.” Roger turned to the doctor and offered his hand. 

“I did not know you were a family friend,” he commented, rolling his dark eyes. 

“I was more an acquaintance of the young man,” Roger answered without taking his eyes off the ladies. One of them grabbed the other one by the arm, as if she was trying to prevent her from falling. 

“Poor Colin,” said the doctor as the coffin was placed in the earth. “I never thought his desperation would lead him to commit such a deplorable action.”

“Do you know what drove him to commit this deplorable action?” Roger asked, chewing on the question. In fact, he had the answer right there with the lack of assistants. Even though the news had been spread that it had been an accident, everyone knew the truth and no one wanted to be connected to a suicide. It wouldn’t be viewed well by Society to attend the funeral of man who, desperate, ended his own life. 

“He was ill,” Coleman answered before taking a step forward. 

“With what kind of illness?” Roger insisted.

“Parkinson’s disease, or the shaking palsy as it was known before James Parkinson described it. The same his mother had suffered. If you’ll excuse me, I must show my support to Miss Pearson.” He bowed his head quietly and walked to the ladies. 

Roger paid close attention to whom he was talking. 

“The one on the right,” he said to himself. He waited for the doctor to give his condolences before he did so too. However, he noticed something in Dr. Coleman’s attitude he didn’t like. He not only got too close to the woman, but he also whispered something in her ear, as if between them there was a more intimate relationship than what it looked like. 

Tightening his jaw, Roger walked faster. He needed to interfere quickly to stop that situation. 

“I’m sorry for your loss...” He said after he was close enough. He looked carefully at the woman’s silhouette. She was very tall and thin. The dress, even though it wasn’t fashionable, marked her pretty feminine curves, but Roger stood still when he smelled the woman’s scent. It was as soft and floral as a spring morning in his garden. He bowed his head and softly kissed the gloved hand. 

“Thank you.”

“You must know that your brother was an honorable man.” He explained taking some steps back. 

“Honorable?” She said angrily. “You describe a man as honorable, who just committed suicide?”

“Miss...” Roger tried to speak.

“Do not even think about saying another word, sir,” she said defiantly. “I appreciate that you’ve come to the burial, but that gives you no right to say that my brother...”

“Your brother, Miss Pearson, was, is and will be the most respectable man this goddamn city has had,” he whispered in her ear while gritting his teeth. 

Roger, in a moment of little control, came forward and grabbed her arm strongly. He couldn’t allow that woman to return to her home with that thought about her brother. Even though he had created a situation he wasn’t going to escape easily, he respected her. Who wouldn’t commit an insanity for the people they love? Because that’s what Pearson had done, an insanity to save his sister. Even though Roger was sure that when she discovered what was in her brother’s last will, she would wish that he was alive to kill her with her own hands. 

“Lord Bennett,” Lawford appeared behind him. 

The woman pulled herself loose and Roger let her leave. The he turned to Arthur Lawford and gave a large, false smile, saying, “Mr. Lawford, I’ve been looking for you.”

“Me?” asked the man, raising his eyebrows.

“Yes, you. We have pending business,” Roger said. 

“I can imagine what’s it about...” he smiled once again. 

“Can you speak now or...?” He insisted. 

“It will be best at seven o’clock in my office. I must join Miss Pearson to her house. I’m afraid she’ll need more support than what you can imagine,” he said before smiling. 

“You’ll find me there,” Bennett narrowed his eyes.

He understood the lawyer’s words quickly. Not only the loss of her brother was a misfortune, but when she was informed of her unavoidable future, she may wish to die, too.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


VI

[image: ]




[image: image]

––––––––

[image: ]


At seven o’clock Roger Bennett was knocking on the door to Mr. Lawford’s office. While he waited, he took out a cigar, lit it, and inhaled. He was nervous, too nervous. That smelly, slovenly, grumpy little man had destroyed his future plans. He always thought he would get to fifty years old as a single man; then it would be the right time to start seeking for the ideal candidate to marry and have a son. He would achieve his two only goals in life: marry a young woman, because he didn’t like them older than thirty, and the birth of the next future Marquis would have the new London widows shaking their legs. However, if he didn’t get the solicitor to reverse that agreement, everything would go to hell; his lovers, his card nights, his drunkenness, his boating escapes...everything!

“Once again, good afternoon, milord.” Lawford allowed him inside. 

Roger saw that the old man couldn’t or wouldn’t stop laughing. There was a moment in which he wished to end that smile with a punch, but if he wished to achieve his purpose, he needed to remain calm. 

“You know why I am here,” he said calming his anger as much as he could. 

“So...you finally received it?” The lawyer sat in his armchair, offering one to Roger, and pushed up his glasses with his finger. 

“Why do you think I’m here?” Roger continued with a soft but serious voice. He accepted the invitation to sit and finished smoking his cigar. 

“I warned Mr. Pearson that it wasn’t a good idea. I tried, in every way possible, to try to reason with him,” he started explaining as he tidied some papers that were scattered across the table. 

“No. Certainly, this isn’t a good option. How could he think of such stupidity? Aren’t there enough bachelors in London, with better reputations, than to choose me?” Roger wanted to laugh. Yes, of course Pearson had wished to do it. The solicitor’s last words seemed to suggest there was a way out. “Thank you, my God”, he said to himself.

“I advised him to look for a more reasonable way to care for his sister; to put his house on the market, to take her to their great-aunt’s house in Harlow...” The solicitor continued as he placed a pile of papers in a drawer of the desk. “I cannot understand how he thought that marrying her to you would be the best thing for both of you.”

“Both? You mean his sister and me? That man was crazy! Do you really thought that I could protect her? Didn’t he know my reputation?” Roger said. “You’re a smart man, Mr. Lawford,” he said with a charming tone, “and I’m sure that your conscience won’t rest facing this uncomfortable situation. So, tell me, can you revoke this contract?” He leaned towards the table, placing his elbows on it and tried to look innocent. 

“As you say, my client’s will is mad, but I am afraid that you will not be able to get out of it. You must marry,” the solicitor said, closing the drawer with more strength than the one needed. 

“I cannot get out of it?” Roger shouted as he rose from the chair, pushing it aside. “You’re telling me there’s no way of breaking this contract?”

“Did you sign?” The solicitor looked at him and raised his brows. 

“Yes. Though I was deceived.”

“Can you show that you were deceived?”

“No,” Roger said with a snort.

“Why?”

“Because we were alone.”

“No one saw you when you were, supposedly, deceived?” Mr. Lawford continued asking.

“Didn’t you hear me?” Roger shouted again. 

“Then I’m afraid, Lord Bennett, that you’ll soon have a Lady Bennett by your side to care for and respect until death do you part.” Lawford sat down on the chair, placing his hands together as if he were to pray, drawing his lips together once again that big smile. 

“I’ll find a way to invalidate it,” Roger whispered, gritting his teeth. 

“Look for a way, but I can tell you well in advance that I am the best in my field,” he said proudly. 

“You hate that poor woman so much? Are you so excited to see her bitter for the rest of her life?” Roger growled. 

“I won’t be who’ll marry her, Lord Bennett, though I would have love to have the chance. But if Miss Pearson is helpless and a bitter wife it’ll be your fault, not mine,” Mr. Lawford said. “Now, if you will be so kind to leave my office, I would appreciate that, for I have other things to do.”

Roger looked around looking for something to crush, but except for the thick volumes of book, there was nothing there. Angry, he turned around and left. Rain was pouring down. He raised his face and let the rain drops soak him. 

During his walk to the carriage, his anger started fading and his mind started giving him many alternatives to escape such a misfortunate affair. However, only one seemed right. 

“Where are we headed, milord?” The coachman wanted to know when he opened the door for the Marquis to get inside the carriage.

“To Haddon Hall,” he answered enthusiastically. 
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The horses started slowing their galloping speed. Roger Bennett raised his head from the cushion and smiled, noticing that they were getting close to the estate. He looked out of the window and watched how the darkness hid the beauty of that landscape. However, the majesty of his friend’s home didn’t diminish as the night arrived. He breathed in deeply when the carriage stopped in the estate’s garden. 

Even though it wasn’t the best time, he hoped that William understood the manner of his visit. Could he help him? Yes, he was sure that he would find a way to do it. If his memory wasn’t mistaken, after William’s marriage to Beatrice he had taken his place in the House of Lords and must know someone who, despite Lawford’s insistence, could find a tiny error that could break the agreement.

He didn’t wait for the coachman to open his door, he jumped off his seat and quickly got out of the carriage.

“Don’t you want me to inform of your visit, milord?” He heard the coachman ask him.

“No, thank you. I’ll present myself.”

Roger raced up the stairs taking them two by two, took the knocker, and thumped it vigorously. They could be sleeping, who wouldn’t be at four in the morning? But that didn’t prevent him knocking at the door until he heard some steps approaching. 

“Hello... Lord Bennett!” Mr. Stone exclaimed, surprised. “What are you doing here at this time?”

“Good morning, is the Duke at home?” Roger asked, walking towards the hall without the butler’s permission. 

“Yes, his Grace is asleep,” he said. Mr. Stone was afraid that the Marquis hadn’t realized what time it was, though he might also lose track of time when he lived in London. Sometimes he had even thought about throwing a cold water bucket through the window on him so that his drunkenness would go away immediately. However, he wasn’t drunk nor could he walk the distance between his home and the Duke’s. 

“Can you waken him? It’s an urgent matter,” Roger said while he threw his coat and hat over one of the chairs in the drawing room. 

“Of course. Please go into the library. I’ll tell his Grace who has come in the middle of the night to this peaceful home, and what has brought you here,” Brandon Stone grumbled as he closed the door and tried keeping his eyes open so that he didn’t fall down any step of the staircase. 

Roger followed him with his eyes. When he lost sight of him, he walked to the library, praying that his friend would appear there soon enough. 

He looked everywhere around the room for a bottle to calm his thirst or more likely, to calm his nerves. He had been two and a half days in a carriage. He had barely had anything to eat or drink; the only thing he did was to smoke one cigar after the other. During the journey he tried to find a way to save himself without having to compromise his friend, but he couldn’t find a way but to fake his own death. He walked to the drinks cabinet, took a glass, and filled it to the brim. The bottle wasn’t replaced onto the wood surface by the time he had already drunk it. He filled it up again and just when he was about to fill his glass a third time, he heard the uninterrupted mutters from William. 

“Have you not seen what time it is?” The Duke growled angry. “Have you forgotten that I am married, yes? So if you’re here to offer me another one of your unavoidable but great orgies, I’m telling Beatrice to come down and put you back in your place.”

“I’m so glad to see you too, my friend and no, I’m not here for any of that. So leave your little lioness in bed,” Roger said raising his glass with a gesture that looked like a smile. 

“Good God, Roger!” Rutland exclaimed, seeing Bennett’s scruffy silhouette. “What’s happening? Are you ill? Have you been robbed during the trip?” He walked to him quickly. 

“I have a noose around my neck.” As if he was a child looking for the protection of an adult, Roger threw himself on William and hugged him tightly. 

“You smell like manure!” William exclaimed, retiring quickly. 

William watched him carefully. He had never seen his friend in such shape. The gloominess in his face showed him that, effectively, he hadn’t stopped to shave or clean up. He smelled of tobacco, whisky and sweat, something inappropriate for a man who take longer getting ready than a woman. 
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