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Dear reader:

I share this with you to explain to you that I couldn’t sleep thinking about these two characters. What had happened to O’Brian, for him to act as Roger explained? What did he do to get kicked out of Mrs. Johnson's brothel? Why did he grab April by the waist when she came down the stairs? Why did he bring her to the alcove long enough for Roger and William to make a plan? Why does he hate the aristocracy so much? These and another thousand questions have made me sit in front of the computer to finally resolve what happened, and what will happen to them. I hope you enjoy it, and I warn you that there will be another character that, like this one, also demands their story. The Moore sisters will have to wait...

With affection,

Dama Beltrán.

To Paz Fernández Fernández, of Mieres (Asturias). Whoever doesn’t believe that friendship can be real, even if they are hundreds of kilometers apart, is because they haven’t seen us.

«Because erring is human and forgiving is incredible ».

Dama Beltrán. (25th of November of 2017)
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London, July 1860, Mr. Michael O'Brian's room.

Michael tied his tie, frowning. He still hadn't discovered the reason why Inspector Peterson had forced him to attend one of the ostentatious parties held by Mr. Campbell. Despite him having insisted that he had to please one of the most powerful men in the city, he still didn't understand why, among other things, he had been assigned the mission. 

In Scotland Yard there were a lot of people who would give a year's salary to take part in one of those magnificent celebrations. However, his superior had opted to choose the most reluctant person for those kinds of events. Michael wholeheartedly hated having to ensure security for a group of affluent people who only worried about wearing fancy clothes and looking impeccably educated. He knew of many that presented themselves to society as honorable lords who in reality were criminals and more harmful than the offenders that lived in Whitechapel. But there he was, in front of the looking glass wearing one of his old-fashioned suits, preparing to accomplish a mission which didn't satisfy him at all. He put on his jacket, cursing under his breath, and left the room he rented from Mrs. Warren, a widow who survived by leasing bedrooms to both students and bachelors with little fortune. He walked slowly, listless perhaps, towards the door.

"Lift that head of yours!" indicated the widow angrily. "You are going to a party, not to your execution!"

"Mrs. Warren..." he greeted her with a huge smile.

"Mr. O'Brian..." she replied, placing her hands on her waist.

"You know that I'm not a man that enjoys attending these kinds of ridiculous events," he said mockingly.

"One day, young man..." She pulled herself closer and brought her hands towards his tie to fix the sloppy knot. "You'll be a respected man in this city, and you'll have to appear at every party that requires your presence."

"I'll reject them!" he exclaimed, teasingly.

"As long as you live under my roof you'll go, even if I have to get you there by kicking you," she threatened.

"Do you know that assaulting an officer of the law is a crime?" he inquired, raising his left eyebrow.

"I'll always claim that it was in self-defense, and nobody will blame a woman who avoided danger by the only means she had," she argued, narrowing her green eyes.

"I shouldn't talk to you again about how to escape from justice. I'm sure I'll end up regretting it..." Michael said jokingly.

“The only thing you’ll regret is not arriving at that party on time,” she announced before making him turn, pushing him towards the door. "Behave like a good man and save the unfortunate."

"At a party where I will be looked with disdain for only being a miserable officer?" he exclaimed.

"Surely someone will discover that one day you'll turn into an important man, and will treat you the way you deserve." She marched him outside, and to avoid any possible complaint, she slammed the door shut.

Michael laughed when he heard Mrs. Warren closing it after him. She was no doubt a woman to be reckoned with. Not any woman would deign to treat a man in that way, but she had lived long enough to maintain such an uninhibited attitude. He loved that character in a woman. He was attracted to those determined women, those who didn't rely on the ridiculous protocols of social conduct, maybe because he himself didn't act like the rest of common mortals. 

That didn't mean he was a monster, of course! Though from time to time a beast awakened inside him demanding what it needed, and much to his regret, Michael appeased it, fearful of what could happen. No man of the law should possess that sort of desires, sexual appetites. No one would accept him if they discovered that the young Officer O'Brian, who aspired to become Inspector one day, fought to save the souls of others when his own was as dark as the wings of a crow.

He walked to the Campbell residency with a strong and decisive step. He could have commanded his superior provide a decent carriage to avoid a humble appearance, but he wasn't pretentious and was going to show his real self: that of an officer that barely made enough to buy a new suit and shouldn't raise the slightest expectation among the guests. Besides, his presence in that place had nothing to do with strutting in front of the renowned London gentlemen. He had to protect Mr. Campbell who, as the Inspector had informed him, could face a tricky situation during the party.

When he knocked on the door of the mansion, a servant dressed better than him opened. After being observed head to toe, he frowned and asked. “Who are you?"

"Good evening. My name is Michael O'Brian, and I am an officer from Scotland Yard," Michael said, without being hurt by the footman's disapproving looks.

"Have you been called by Mr. Campbell?" he inquired; eyes wide open to the surprise of knowing that his Master had invited that kind of specimen.

"Not exactly," he added, walking into the home despite the servant's reluctance to let him in. "In reality, Mr. Campbell invited the Inspector, but he could not come due to a sudden abdominal pain," he explained. That hadn't been the reason given by his boss, but he found it the most entertaining.

"Do you wish me to call for the master?" inquired the footman, stunned by the young man's insolent behavior.

“How does the aristocracy act in similar situations?” he asked, raising his left eyebrow. “I have been little time in the city, and I am afraid I have not adapted yet to social protocols.”

“My lord does not belong to the aristocracy...yet,” said the footman, huffing.

“In that case, I have not behaved inappropriately, true?” he said sharply.

“If you can please wait here,” added the servant, resigned. “I will inform the master of your arrival.”

“Can I at least stretch my legs while I wait for his presence? I promise I will not touch anything,” O’Brian added, amused.

“Wait here,” the servant complained before going back across the hallway.

Michael took an extensive look at the entrance of the home. If it was as the Inspector had thought, that Mr. Campbell would find himself in a tricky situation, firstly he had to examine where he’d be staying the following hours. Michael needed to do a good job so his superior wouldn’t reproach the confidence placed in him. For this reason, he must obtain all the information he could for a successful mission.

He looked to his left, where the footman had left. In that part of the house, he noticed four doors, quite apart from each other. At the back, there was a hallway that surrounded the stairs in front of him. Three huge stories, which contained thirty or forty rooms, he deduced. “Too much work...” he told himself. Once he had studied the left side, he continued with the right. In that zone of the house was the kitchen, and seeing the way the servants moved, there were also either their bedrooms or the rooms where the daily chores took place: bathrooms, laundry room, a sewing room...Anything the Campbell family needed was handed to them at a moment. Michael pulled a doubtful face. Even if Campbell wasn’t blue-blooded, he lived as such. He had to be as insufferable and proud as the rest, so his time here would seem never-ending.

He was heading to the right when he heard a noise coming from the first floor. Being a good officer, he tried to hide to avoid being discovered before finding out who it was. His piercing blue eyes were fixed on the hall, and he didn’t look away until she arrived. 

Wearing a turquoise dress, lace decorating the front, a woman not older than twenty came graciously down the stairs. Her hair didn’t have a definitive color. From where he was, he could appreciate two different tones, brown and blonde, the curls that were freed from the up-do shining more than gold. Michael held his breath and stayed crouched in his hiding place. He was absorbed by the way her white-gloved hand glided down the railing. The gloves weren’t closed, or like those that start to chafe when worn for hours on end. Hers were made out of lace, and through the tiny holes that allowed her delicate skin to breathe, he imagined she could be touched by a brave hand. 

He was just about to come forward to ask her who she was when a subtle and captivating jasmine perfume came up his nose. Michael stood frozen by that smell. Was it possible for someone to fall for a woman only because of her smell? An unlikely hypothesis. He had never heard of a man say that he had fallen madly in love because of a scent. But even if his rational mind considered it impossible, his body reacted differently. He noticed his heartbeat rising, wanting to come out of his chest. His palms, those hands which had strongly held several collars, were sweating and his breath was agitated. He felt both embarrassed and angry, his manhood lifting, looking for the owner of the scent. It was unheard of to act in that way! Him more than anyone, who had never lost control so easily. Until then, he had always dominated every lustful thought towards a woman. But what left Michael destroyed was finding out that his dark side that he hid from everyone was starting to get a hold of his thoughts and desires. Why did he act like that? What did that unknown lady have to awaken his beast?

He took a deep breath, trying to bring back the sanity and common sense that characterized him. Mad, he clenched his fists and drew them to his chest. If he kept behaving in this manner, if he wasn’t able to calm down, he’d harm himself to eliminate his wrong attitude. Confused, furious, and maddened by desperation, he almost came out of his hiding place to shout at the young woman. How dare she disrupt him like that! 

Luckily, that idea vanished the moment he heard somebody else coming.

“Father!” she exclaimed when she ran toward Mr. Campbell.

“April, you look beautiful!” said the man, kissing her cheek.

“What are you doing here?” she asked, seeing him outside the room where the guests were. 

“Larson has informed me about the arrival of a new guest,” he commented. “but I don’t know where he is.”

After listening to the quiet conversation, Michael came out of his hiding place and walked toward them with a slow and firm step. He hoped that, as he came forward, all that agony would go away, but that didn’t happen. As he came closer and the distance became shorter, the entrancing perfume was stronger, increasing his concern.

“Good night, Mr. Campbell,” greeted Michael, trying to maintain the appropriate composure.

Norman Campbell frowned when he noticed the way the person that had appeared in place of the Inspector was dressed. He wasn’t expecting him to wear a uniform, but he didn’t expect his suit to be that old-fashioned either. “Darling, if you would excuse us. I must talk to this gentleman.”

“Of course,” said April, looking sideways at the person behind her back. She almost couldn’t see who it was, she only saw that the man that had emerged from some part of her home wearing an inadequate and worn suit. “I will wait with Mother in the lounge,” she added before parting.

Until she had gone, Mr. Campbell didn’t deign to speak to him. The only thing he did, while the woman entered through one of the doors, was look at him the same way moments before that his servant had. Not that Michael cared, because all his attention was centered on her, forcing himself to recover control. Obviously, he hadn’t missed that the name of that mysterious girl was April, and she was the daughter of the man he was meant to serve.

“The Inspector could not attend, so I have come in his place,” Michael O’Brian explained once again.

“I have already been informed...” muttered Norman, gritting his teeth. “Despite not making an effort to dress accordingly, I will not take it into account if you do a good job. Have you been explained your task at this party?” he said moodily.

“Most certainly,” Michael replied firmly. “Notwithstanding, I must warn you that security is not viable.”

“Is it not viable?” Campbell repeated, frowning.

“You asked the Inspector to come tonight to protect you from a compromised situation, but I believe that will not be possible in such little time. You should have notified us earlier about the dimensions of your house,” he commented.

“What does my house have to do with...?”

“If someone tries to threaten your security, they have more than fifty windows to break into. Not to mention how the servants are acting tonight. In the time I have been waiting for you, the door has been left open a thousand times. Anyone can access it easily, so I am afraid my eyes will not be enough to protect you, Mr. Campbell,“ Michael said without doubting a single word. He wanted to prove to him that even if he was young and poorly dressed, he was more than prepared to do the job effectively.

“Protect me?” Norman exclaimed. “It is not me you must protect; it is my daughter!”

“Your daughter?” he asked, confused.

All of a sudden, all Michael's mockery disappeared. A strange stomach ache took hold of him, and he felt a rage going through his body. Why had his superior told him it was Mr. Campbell who would be in a tricky situation? Why hadn’t he been honest? He should have told him it was the daughter of the host he’d be protecting. 

“Think, Michael. If he had told you about looking after a woman you would have thrown yourself in the Thames to avoid it...”

“In case you do not know,” Norman stated. “most of the guests here, drinking my booze and filling their stomachs with my food, think April is the best prize they can get. I do not want some shameless man to go to my daughter and cause a situation that she will not be able to overcome honorably.”

“Great,” Michael thought. “That’s what he meant by a difficult situation.”

“Have you thought of locking her up in her room? If you put a servant by the door there would be no issue.”

“Do not talk to me in that tone, young man,” Campbell declared, upset.

“Excuse me, but you must understand that the reason I am here offering my service has taken me by surprise,” Michael said, also upset. “I am an officer of the law, not a lady-in-waiting or a nanny. If you are so worried about the honor of your daughter you should have contacted a more qualified person.”

“Qualified?” Norman frowned.

“Exactly,” O’Brian confirmed with no trace of hesitation in his voice.

“Have you caught thieves? Have you put criminals in prison? Have you solved offences? Have you seen to it that citizens are secure?” Norman asked without making a pause to breathe.

“Of course!” Michael exclaimed at the same time he squared up his shoulders.

“Then you are the perfect person to protect my daughter. Now, if you accompany me, I will show you where you must stay and how you must behave in front of all these pretentious aristocrats,” clarified Mr. Campbell without losing the authority granted by all his years of life.

“But...” Michael tried to say.

“There is no but!” Norman claimed bluntly. ” You have come here to ensure the security of my daughter, and that is exactly what you will do. And for your well-being,” he added, pointing at him with his finger. “I hope you do an excellent job because, should anything happen to her, should you not pay her enough attention to avoid scandal, your career in Scotland Yard will be over before you walk through that door.”
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He’d made a mistake. Yes, his guesses about Mr. Campbell hadn’t been precise. He wasn’t a bloody man who acted like an aristocrat, he was a father frightened about the future of his only daughter. That preoccupation gave him a sour and authoritarian character. While Michael walked behind the host, he reconsidered everything he knew about the businessman. 

He was a self-made man, the son of merchants who, thanks to his tenacity, had positioned himself amongst the most powerful London men. He married at thirty, to the first-born daughter of a duke. He didn’t become a father until two years after that. According to rumors, Lady Gremont wasn’t a strong woman, and except for their daughter, the rest of their much wanted offspring had died at birth. O’Brian fixed his gaze on that stiff body. He wasn’t blue-blooded, but that pose, that manner of walking, that way of talking so severely gave him a place that he hadn’t been born to. Despite his behavior and how he had talked to him, Michael understood his fear. No shadow of a doubt, the daughter of that well-known businessman would be a prize to any aristocrat desiring to keep his pockets full, and live without any preoccupation for the rest of his life. All his empire would be destroyed if the only heir chose the wrong husband. But he wasn’t qualified to assess every Lord who came near the girl. He could only detect when a criminal was lying to him, when he was being fooled. Qualities far from wedding consulting.

Michael breathed deeply several times, containing his anger. He kept thinking about his role at the Campbells’ mansion, and how to abandon those unexpected feeling towards April. He had to become the officer he was before seeing her. But he couldn’t erase anything from his mind. It was as if her image had been burned into his brain. 

“Hell!” he exclaimed to himself. 

Worst case scenario, if anyone laid eyes on her he would undoubtedly rip them out. Why the hell hadn’t he been sent to the harbor to catch that attacker instead of this damned party? Michael frowned, knowing the answer. The Inspector trusted him. Any of his colleagues would try to assault her to bed her on a pillow-top mattress, while he’d be discreet. However, this time the Inspector had been wrong. Needless to say, he had no intention of promoting any compromised situations. But if he could come near enough to remember that sensual perfume for the rest of his life, he would without regret.

Suddenly, Mr. Campbell stopped, looked at him without blinking and said. “Do not take your eyes off of her. I do not want her to make a move without your presence.”

“I understand...” Michael commented, swallowing the lump in his throat.

Without saying a word, Mr. Campbell opened the lounge door and entered the room, where there were around seventy people. Michael stood by the entrance, looking at the guests, memorizing the faces of those he already knew. Once he noticed several gentlemen looking blatantly to his right, he took his gaze to that place. He cursed when he realized that those treacherous men were looking at Miss Campbell. 

“You thought it would be easy?” he wondered, as he rested his back on the wall. He then walked to the group of people where the lady was.

No, it wouldn’t be simple to undertake such a task. He couldn’t scare everyone that approached her with dishonorable intentions with subtle threats. The only way to do it would be with his fists, and by those means he’d get fired even faster. He unbuttoned his jacket, revealing the pearl grey waistcoat it had been hiding. Michael felt like a peasant when he took a look at the clothes of those looking at him with eyes wide open. He smiled maliciously when he thought he wasn’t welcome at such an ostentatious place. Not that he cared about the opinion of the people who started coughing in surprise at his sight. “Only what it’s allowed,” he said to himself, evaluating an adequate distance not to interrupt the conversation between Mr. Campbell’s daughter and several other women.

Despite this, what was allowed could become inappropriate. He shouldn’t be so indiscreet or make himself noticeable. His efforts would be more effective if nobody paid attention to him, but he couldn’t stay away. He resembled a guardian dog, defending his territory. Nevertheless, he wasn’t a dog, and Miss Campbell didn’t belong to him. Scolding himself once again, Michael tried to concentrate on the conversation his protégée was having with the other women. He only hoped that the tone he had heard previously that had left him speechless wouldn’t happen again.

“Yes, so have I discovered this week,” April affirmed to the lady on her right.

Michael fixed his gaze on the woman beside her. The pretentious dress and the rings she revealed when she fanned herself gave her away. She was Mr. Foster’s wife, a renowned and expensive doctor that offered his services to high society.

“I would not want to find myself in such an unseemly situation,” Mrs. Foster commented.

“May God spare us from such horror!” the girl exclaimed.

O’Brian watched her without blinking. He contemplated thoroughly the movement of her lips, the way she smiled, how she breathed. He discovered, to his pleasure, that where some might find words full of terror, she showed great sarcasm. 

“Well done, dearest,” he thought. “Don’t let yourself be subjugated by these smug people.” 

After analyzing his own thought, he stayed immobilized. Why had he added that affectionate term? She wasn’t his, and his mind shouldn’t betray him with any kind of feeling towards her. He huffed again, trying to control his thoughts. Suddenly, he frowned, and all those absurd ideas turned into cholera when he discovered that April was smiling shyly. She wasn’t doing it because of Mrs. Foster’s commentary. That slight gesture was destined at a gentleman who was looking at her blatantly from the other side of the room. 

Michael squinted and tried to glare him to death. It wasn’t appropriate of her to show herself like that in front of such a scoundrel. Didn’t she know anything about Lord Graves’ fame? Everyone knew not only his reputation but also that of his ancestors. Even he, coming from a village in the north, had heard of the Viscounts’ malice. No one could ignore the gossip surrounding the future Viscount of Gremont, and what he was looking for: fortune, notoriety, power, and more than anything, a lazy life. According to the Inspector, Eric Graves was a parasite to society and a future criminal. But that insolent man didn't look like a criminal, he seemed a libertine pursuing Campbell’s daughter.

“If you will excuse me,” April said to her companion. “I must take some fresh air, it is too hot in here and I might faint any moment now.”

The women nodded and kept talking as if the girl’s weak excuse was enough to let her go. Michael walked around the room, unable to take his eyes from her. What the hell was she trying to do? Did she want to get away from there? For what purpose? 

Dodging the men that interrupted his way and didn’t step aside, Michael headed towards the balcony where April had gone. Before stepping outside, he gave a quick look around him and discovered that the damned Graves was still at his place, chatting with other men. But what left Michael speechless was the look he gave to him, and the perfidious grin on his face. Stopping the desire to erase that gesture with a punch, Michael walked outside.

April had her elbows resting on the stone rail. The fine lift of her chin indicated that she was looking at the sky. O’Brian contemplated her figure. Her curves were highlighted by her gown, and he could imagine what the clothes concealed. He tried to hide behind the fern that grew on the right side of the balcony, but his feet didn’t pay attention and he walked straight to her.

“Miss Campbell,” he said with a calm voice. “You should not be alone for a long time.”

“Who gives the order?” she said, turning to face him.

“Mr. O’Brian, at your service,” he answered, with a strong head movement. 

“O’Brian...” she muttered, amused. “Are you the gentleman my father welcomed when I came down the stairs?”

“Precisely,” he affirmed.

“The person he hired to monitor me?” she said directly.

“Mr. Campbell has not hired me, Miss Campbell. I am a Scotland Yard officer.”

“For a favor, perhaps?” she added mockingly.

“I have not had the pleasure of meeting your father until tonight. So neither of us has to do the other any favors,” he informed her.

“Do not get angry, Mr. O’Brian, I only wanted to find out my father’s intentions. As you can understand, your presence here is alarming,” April revealed.

Michael was shocked. Not by her words, but at what the light of the room was showing. She had taken a few steps toward him and the room’s illumination shone on her beautiful and captivating face. She was a beauty. A woman that pretty would make even the devil kneel. But...was he the devil? Was he, deep down, the creature who would kneel before the woman of his life? No. That was an absurd thought for a man who had never looked at a woman from that perspective. Not one of his lovers had given him what she was insinuating without her knowledge. She was something else, aside from beautiful... Something only a creature with a dark soul could understand. Unable to censor his mind, and without trying, he imagined her next to him, waiting for his order, heavily breathing at his touch. The pictures in his head twisted his stomach. How could he aspire to that? How could he think that she would want what he could offer? 

Frightened at the realization that he was delirious, he stepped back. He had to stay away enough from her to diminish his excitement. That woman wouldn’t want the presence of a man who enjoyed having her hand-cuffed as he penetrated her, as he possessed her and shouted she belonged to him. She would never fantasize about those perversions... But her smell, the way she looked at him, that unalterable pose, even the special way she spoke to him... So attractive, it was making him insane.

“Excuse me?” Michael asked when he came to the understanding that she had said something and required an answer.

“I wanted to know the reason why a man like you finds himself in this party watching my actions,” she repeated.

“Do you not think I may be trying to be a suitor?” he teased.

“You?” she said before she burst out laughing. “I do not believe that!”

“Why would I avoid being near a beautiful woman, Miss Campbell?” Michael inquired angrily. He put his hands behind his back and stood straight.

“Mr. O’Brian, you are not the type of man I am interested in,” she said with a huge smile.

“Maybe you have a type?” he lifted his left eyebrow, emphasizing the question.

“You would be incapable of making me happy,” April whispered, drawing herself improperly close to Michael who, despite wanting to grab her arms and prove to her right there that she was wrong, kept his position.

“Do you mean making you scream, begging me to possess you as I pull your hair back?” Michael said, no trace in his voice of the lust that the situation gave him. If she was bold, so would he. Besides, that question would solve the enigma he had in his wicked mind.

April stood still next to him. Her shoulder touched the arm of the man who talked to her insolently. 

How dare he speak to her in such a way? How could he express so freely his lascivious desires? She should be angry; she should get mad and yell at him that he was a scoundrel. But her body and mind reacted strangely, leaving her dizzy. She felt her cheeks burning and a shortness of breath. His voice, that arrogant tone he used with her, made her imagine crazy things. Flustered, she raised a hand to slap him for his daring, but that young man who looked at her with an unusual sparkle in his green eyes held her hand.

“I would also use this hand to touch your body, not my face,” he said quietly. “I would make you stroke yourself in front of me, naked, eyes wide open, so you would be conscious of how much it would excite me to see you in such a splendid way. Your nipples would get hard, missing the warmth of my mouth to calm them. Then I would make you lower that hand to a place yet to be reached. You would part those lips, warm and swollen because of passion. And to reward you for abiding my instructions, I would kneel before your legs, I would place my head between them. And as my nose delves into your womanly essence released from excitement, my tongue would cover every inch of your sex. I would drink out of you. I would drink so much it would end my thirst for the rest of my life.” Michael looked at her sideways and fixed his eyes in a lovely mole hidden behind the lace. That heart shape that seemed to call him to get his lips closer would remain in his memory forever.

“How dare you talk to me like that?” April breathed. “You will never have me. You are no more than a scoundrel, a miserable person who desires to obtain me to live the life you have not had until this moment.” 

She looked at him up and down, her face showing the disgust she felt at the sight of him in that suit.

“I am not like the men you entertain with seductive smiles. Firstly, I would never accept my wife’s fortune. To survive I have more than enough with what I am and what I will be. And secondly, not a single one of them could satisfy you as I would,” Michael muttered darkly.

“You are a nobody!” April exclaimed as she released her arm from his grip. “And you will never have me!” she said, before standing straight and leaving him.

“I already know that...” Michael meditated without moving. 

He stayed there until his agitation calmed down. It took him more than it would have with another woman. But she wasn’t another woman, she was unique. The only one who had driven him to madness, who had gotten into his mind, who could satisfy him as she was satisfied. No, there wouldn’t be another female like Miss Campbell. But as she had indicated, he would never have her. Slowly, he turned on his heels and entered the room. Inside, he desperately looked for the host. 

Mr. Campbell, after meeting the gaze of the officer, excused himself and walked toward him. “What is the matter? Have you discovered anything?” he asked, startled.

“You no longer need me,” Michael said firmly.

“Why?” the older insisted, raising his eyebrows.

“Your daughter is not in any danger tonight, but I am afraid you will soon face an embarrassing situation,” he explained, looking askance at Eric Graves, who guessing what had happened between him and April, smiled triumphantly.

“Embarrassing situation?” Norman Campbell trembled.

“Be careful with Lord Graves. He has laid eyes on her and he will not stop until he has her,” Michael said before marching to the exit.

He had to get out of there, had to get away and stop thinking about the woman who had denied him. Angry, Michael didn’t go back to his room, but to Mrs. Johnson’s brothel. He had to appease the anger and excitement his body needed. However, he didn’t have a good night. After getting drunk and sobbing in the madame’s arms at the horrible realization that she would be the only woman who would touch his heart, he got kicked out like rubbish by a cad called Roger Bennett.
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London, October 1867.

Michael stared at the two men furiously. He was still angry about the way they had interrupted his interrogation, and how the presence of those two had encouraged Lord Cooper to confess where he had been before being arrested. 

Two hours! Two hours of his valuable work wasted trying to get a declaration he hadn’t been able to obtain until they appeared, and to his surprise, he didn’t expect to gain. He’d assumed the culpability of the arrestee and would have bet his fortune on it. However, he’d been mistaken. Perhaps his mind, agitated by the hatred he had for the aristocracy, hadn’t been able to appreciate that the man before him was an honorable and humble person, even though he was a Lord. His respectful and incorruptible fame was Lord Cooper’s best card of introduction, but he didn’t believe in those kinds of social conventions. How many decent aristocrats had used the power granted by their blue blood to get away with their evil? Dozens. Nevertheless, it was true that Frederick Cooper had always stayed in the background. Despite his renowned libertine life, which had been appeased after marrying his now deceased wife, he hadn’t caused any scandal in London.

Michael crossed his arms and glanced at his companions. The Duke, a man with a severe and authoritarian figure despite his facial scar and the hand he kept behind his back, wouldn’t stop looking around hesitantly. O’Brian imagined that he was praying in silence to be freed from his captivity. Everybody knew about the relationship between Rutland and Lord Cooper, and nobody doubted that even if they didn’t share the same blood, they considered themselves brothers.

Inspector Michael O’Brian frowned slightly, remembering an episode of the Duke’s life a few years back. He had almost got him for assassination, but no one would declare that Rutland had killed the Count of Coneywood in a duel. Those he forced to talk only said that the man had shot himself when it had been known that he had raped a woman that coincidentally, had become the Duke’s wife. 

“Without proof, there is no case.” His predecessor mumbled that phrase every day, and it was as true as life itself.

“I do not think your Excellence will like the way he looks at you,” Roger indicated, amused.

“Shut that mouth, Riderland!” Michael had exclaimed furiously.

He had left him in despair. That bloody brat pushed all his buttons every time he was before him. And to add to his suffering, in the past two years those encounters had been frequent. Michael had to investigate a fire which had taken place in one of the Marquis’ lands. He had built there a residency for children, and during that investigation Michael’s hate for Roger Bennett, Marquis of Riderland, had only increased. How could the man think that Michael would believe his words without checking that they were true? 

Not to mention that shortly after, it was revealed that the late Marquis of Riderland, it was revealed all around London, had another two children: a young man named Logan and a girl called Natalie. Where did they come from? Why did he name them legitimate children? There was no doubt Roger Bennet had come up with a plan to protect his family and the children he cared for.

“Gentlemen, control your tongues,” Rutland recommended. “We have a murderer to arrest,” he added in a cold tone that left Michael looking at him, unblinking. 

There was no question that had the Duke of Rutland already been injured, he would have choked the Baron himself. If he was guilty, he’d make him suffer the way Lady Caroline had in her last moments.

“How is life, Inspector?” Roger continued, ignoring William’s intervention.

“As you can see, quite prosperous,” Michael responded, irritated.

“Did you go back to the brothel, or were you vetoed for being a dullard?” the Marquis said point blank.

“Do you not know who you are talking to?” Michael said, gritting his teeth.

“Oh, of course I know, Inspector!” Riderland claimed as he made himself comfortable on the seat, crossing his legs and grinning widely. “But I have always wondered what happened that night to make a young officer unable to stop weeping in such an agonizing way that it made patient Mrs. Johnson get desperate.”

“You bloody bastard!” Michael bellowed as he stood up and directed his fist to the Marquis’ mocking face.

“Enough!” the Duke of Rutland shouted, avoiding the punch with an agile movement of his cane. “Do you not remember the reason why we are heading to the Viscount’s residency? How can you maintain that sneering composure, knowing that our friend is in prison?” he asked, frowning. “And you?” he looked at the Inspector. “Have you forgotten your principles as an officer of the law?”

“I will not allow this filthy aristocrat to humiliate me!” O’Brian replicated.

“If you feel humiliated it is not because of Riderland’s words, but your past behavior. I must warn you about something, Mr. O’Brian, everybody makes mistakes, and it is brave to overcome them with great fortitude,” the duke said, looking at both men.

“Have you made mistakes? Is there anything you are ashamed of?” Michael asked with a huge smile and a joking tone.

At that moment, Riderland tried to stand up. His eyes weren’t blue but red, and his right hand had become a hard fist. The Inspector did not doubt that if the Duke hadn’t placed his cane on the Marquis’ buttocks, he would have made him swallow his words with a punch.

“I have made many, Mr. O’Brian,” the duke said. “And you can see the consequences on my body. But luckily I can say that I learnt from them and changed my life for the better. Nowadays, not only am I loved by a wonderful woman, but I also assume my responsibility as Duke and I maintain both respect and position. Now, if you have nothing else to say, I would like to know how you deduced that Lord Cooper killed his wife,” he declared.

Michael carefully observed the Duke’s face. He wasn’t lying. His words, his tone, and the relaxed way of sitting indicated that there was no trick, only truth. That impressed the Inspector. Very few noblemen could brag about their honesty, except for Lord Cooper, of course. 

“Tell me first why you are so certain that the Viscount Gremont is the killer,” Michael said.

“As you have heard, he was Lady Cooper’s lover,” William stated.

“That is not a good enough reason to kill her. If we study which one of them had a bigger motive to make her disappear, your friend would lose. Distinguished Gremont would have to find another lover. On the other hand, Lord Cooper would no longer have to spend the rest of his life next to a wife he never loved, as I believe,” Michael said coldly.

“You are still inept,” Roger added, gritting his teeth. “You clearly cannot see the obvious. Were you hand-picked to become an Inspector?”

“My friend,” Rutland quickly intervened. “married Miss Middleton for reasons that do not concern us. Besides, he would never hurt the mother of his son. Nonetheless, he has informed us that he intended on breaking that matrimony soon.”

“A divorce?” Michael asked astonished. “Lord Cooper wanted a divorce?” 

William nodded. 

”In that case, Lady Cooper would be a free woman who could live the life she wanted...” Michael reflected.

“And live with her lover,” Roger added.

“Everyone knows Mr. Campbell, despite his daughter being an aristocrat due to her marriage, does not accept England’s double standards,” the Duke continued. “As I understand it, before the compromise became public, he made the Viscount sign a document saying he would be loyal to his wife. Should he break the agreement, the Viscountess would be able to call off the marriage and take the family’s fortune back.”

“I did not know Mr. Campbell put conditions on his daughter's wedding...” Michael muttered thoughtfully.

“The Gremonts’ fame would have warned the businessman. As you well know, all that miserable lineage wanted was to marry a rich heiress.”

“I know,” Michael said darkly.

He had noticed seven years prior. He had told Mr. Campbell to be careful, to keep her away from that scoundrel, but he hadn’t listened. When he discovered that April was going to marry the least adequate person for her, he forced himself not to think about her. It had cost him pain, suffering, and bitterness coming to the understanding that he had lost her forever. He wouldn’t be able to reach her, even if he became an important man. For this reason, Michael avoided any encounter with her. For him, April Campbell was a memory he hoped to forget one day. Nevertheless, fate kept crossing their paths, and there he was seven years later, heading to a house he had been denied to catch the man who had taken his chance to be happy.

“So?” Rutland insisted, raising his eyebrows.

“One of my officers walking by the river discovered a floating body,” Michael started saying. “According to his testimony, he jumped into the water to save someone who could no longer be saved. When I was called, I went to the place with a doctor.”

“Foster?” Riderland asked.

“No, Dr. Cox. He is the doctor who works for Scotland Yard,” Michael pointed out. “After the identification, he informed me she had been strangled, but would have to take her to the morgue to confirm his theory. He also said that considering the woman’s weight, it was necessary at least two men to throw her at the Thames.”

“With whom was Lord Cooper at the time of his detention?” Roger asked again.

“With the coachman,” Michael said uncomfortably.

“Why did you think Lord Cooper was the murderer?” William asked.

“Because it was the only possible option.”

“Possible option...” Riderland muttered while he looked fiercely at the Inspector. “What a strange way to sentence an innocent!” he exclaimed angrily.

“He cannot be declared innocent yet,” O’Brian replied. “You must give me what I need to exonerate him if you can...”

“You will have it,” Roger answered. “That bastard will sing like an angel once my hands press his throat. He will experience firsthand what my friend’s wife had to go through.

“I will not let you attack him!” O’Brian announced.

“Are you sure about that, Inspector?” Roger said, narrowing his eyes.

Of course, he wouldn’t allow Riderland to strangle the Viscount. If he was guilty, if he had killed the woman, justice should fall upon the criminal so he could be judged as a murderer. Although, to Michael's pleasure, the idea of making him pay for every minute of the past seven years of his life was tempting.
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“Prepare yourselves!” William warned them when he glimpsed Gremont’s house. “We are just arriving.”

“There is light in the right window,” O’Brian commented.

“That bastard is waiting for us...” Riderland whispered in a diabolical tone that startled the two men.

The first one to get out was William. After that came Roger, and lastly Michael. The Inspector felt a strong pressure on his chest that accentuated at the sight of the house where April had spent the past seven years. He had barely known about her, he hadn’t investigated her life. What for? Finding out about her happiness after becoming a Viscountess and Gremont’s wife would only hurt him. So he had avoided everything surrounding Mr. Campbell and the rest of his family. Naturally, he offered the required services every time the businessman needed protection or investigation. But he never turned up, he always sent one of his officers.

Michael quickly weighed the repercussions for April if her husband had killed the woman. A thousand ideas sprang to mind, and he liked none of them. The most suitable thing was what everyone did in those kinds of scandals: leaving London to avoid the gossip. Would he leave? Would she also put distance between them to avoid humiliation? 

Suddenly, after thinking about it, he felt like strangling the Viscount himself for putting her in that horrendous situation. It was a good option, leaving. But he didn’t want her to act that way. His heart, after being kept under an iron shell, pounded unrestrained at the thought of him being able to restart what he had left in the past if she decided to stay. He was no longer a simple street officer, he was an Inspector well known for his hard work. Would those qualities be enough for April?

“The door is opening,” Roger said as he advanced toward the entrance with long steps.

Michael ran after him. He couldn’t allow the Marquis to be imprudent, especially in front of police authority.

“Good evening,” Riderland said to a man coming out of the house with a small bag in his hand. “Are you leaving?” he asked, eyes fixed on his luggage.

“My Lords!” he exclaimed when he noticed the presence of the gentlemen.

“Where are you going in such a hurry?” Michael questioned, standing by the Marquis so the servant couldn’t leave.

“I...I...” the footman stuttered. “I have been fired,” he finally said. “The Viscount has decided to do without my services.”

“For what reason?” William asked, appearing behind the Inspector and Riderland.

“I am afraid I am no longer useful,” he declared, trembling.

“How useful have you been until now?” O’Brian said, raising his dark eyebrows.

“Sir...your Lordships...I did not know...I swear on my life I did not know...” he started to whine as he released the suitcase and rested his forehead on the doorframe. “If I had known about the Viscount’s intentions I...I...”

“Calm down...Can you tell us if the Viscount is at home?” Michael spoke in a soft voice that was meant to relax the servant.

“He is in the morning room,” he informed without moving. “He came down to drink.”

“Celebrating his achievement?” Roger uttered, fixing his eyes on the man. 

Not only did he reveal regret but also pain and sadness.

“What happened?” Rutland intervened, breaking through them.

“I do not know...” the servant muttered looking at the Duke. “The master was going to visit the annex house,” he pointed to the place with a trembling hand. “He used to do it when she appeared.”

“How did he get there?” Riderland took an interest. Until then they had only guessed and he was eager to reveal the secret.

“In the cellar there is a passage that leads to the residency without having to cross the garden. The first viscounts had them built so nobody would discover their shameless adventures,” the footman pointed indicated. “And just like his ancestors, the current Viscount used it when she came. They always acted in the same way, Your Grace. She would tie a handkerchief on the window, and he would leave the house.”

“What happened there tonight?” the Inspector interceded.

“When the handkerchief appeared, Lord Gremont came to the kitchen to tell me that I had to go with him. I did not know why he wanted me in a situation like that, so I thought... I believed...”

“What did you believe?” Roger vocalized.

“I believed he wanted me to dismiss her,” he said with a sigh. “A few days ago, Mr. Campbell gave him an ultimatum and Lord Gremont was in a very bad mood. However, my lord did not want me to get her out. After talking with her and... and...”

“Keep going,” Rutland encouraged him.

“I could have stopped it, Your Grace,” the footman confessed as he buried his face in his hands. “I could have prevented him from strangling her. But I was scared and I stood petrified as Lady Cooper lost her life at the hands of my master,” he declared. The servant’s body lost stability and he nearly fell, but Michael and Roger held him by the arms. “If you had seen what I saw, those open eyes... that light fading away... how she begged for her life and the life of the creature she carried...”

“She was pregnant?” O’Brian asked, horrified. Until this moment it seemed a terrible story, but knowing that that devil had taken the life of a woman in love and that of a being not yet living, filled him with rage. He felt his cheeks burning at a temperature close to hell.

“Yes, and according to Lady Cooper, it was the Viscount’s,” the footman revealed between hiccups.

“I understand...” Rutland reflected walking into the hall.

“Calm yourself...”

“Stevens,” the servant informed.

“Fine, calm yourself Stevens, and go into the house to inform the Viscount he has a visitor,” Michael ordered, acquiring the bearing of a just and implacable man.

“No need, I will inform him...” Roger mumbled.

“No, it must be the servant who first appears before the Viscount,” Rutland noted. “If he has a passage in the cellar there might be others around the house and that vermin might get away.”

“Do you want me to...?” the footman hesitated.

“He will not hurt you. We will ensure your security,” Michael made clear.

The servant took a look at them for a few seconds. After considering the options, he rearranged his jacket and headed towards the morning room under the vigilance of the three men. He knocked. He knocked several times as he was unheard the first and the second time.

“My Lord...” said the servant, making a slight bow.

“What are you still doing here?” Gremont replied. “Didn’t I tell you to leave?”

“My Lord, I must insist...” he tried to speak.

“You aren’t trying to blackmail me, are you son of a bitch?” Gremont said. “Don’t you have enough with the bag I gave you, you want more?”

“My Lord, please... I need...”

“You don’t need anything, you miserable bastard!” Gremont shouted. He gulped his drink and walk toward the footman with bloodshot eyes. “Do you want to suffer the same fate?” he spat. “because these hands,” he showed them to him. “are strong enough to leave you breathless as well,” he gritted his teeth. “It is said that men choke more easily than women, and I wouldn't care...”

They didn’t need anything else. The criminal had confessed without him knowing. 

Roger, furious, came into the room and yelled, “Are your hands also strong enough to throw him in the Thames?” without stopping he walked to the Viscount and held him by the collar. His desire to strangle him, to take his life as he had taken Caroline’s, stopped him thinking. “Is this what you wanted, O’Brian?” he asked the Inspector when he realized Michael was behind him.

“I am afraid I do not know what you are talking about, my lord,” Gremont commented sarcastically. 

It had to be his hands which had pressed that neck. It had to be him, observing those evil eyes begging for mercy. That scoundrel had destroyed a family, and he would ruin April’s life as well. That feeling, which grew more powerful with every second, clouded Michael's mind and made him forget he had to be loyal to the law. 

“I can only see a bloody rat that has to be exterminated before it propagates the plague all around London. Do you not think?” If Michael killed him, if Riderland ended that damned life, he would announce that the Viscount had committed suicide because of his acts.

“For once, my dear Inspector,” Roger said enthusiastically. “we agree. But I think justice will determine what to do with this bastard,” he indicated slowly, lowering the Viscount.

“What am I accused of?” Eric Gremont asked, no trace of color on his face. “I have not said anything and neither have you. I have just...”

Michael heard steps leading to the room. He turned, praying it wasn’t April. He couldn’t see the desperation of a frightened woman on her face. Luckily, it was the Duke, not her. 

He had never imagined that a man with a part of his body useless could offer such magnificence, power and determination. How would the Duke have been when his body was whole and healthy? What fears would he cause in those observing him? 

“I will make sure that every year, every month, every week, every day and every hour of your life will be spent rotting in the hole you pretended to put an innocent man in. I hope God is fair enough to enable the children of my children to continue my labor,” the Duke threatened.

“I am innocent of everything you are trying to accuse me of!” Gremont claimed as he came unduly close to the Duke.

William looked at him calmly, held tightly his cane and waited for him to dare touch him to hit him, but that wasn’t necessary. 

Before blinking, Roger had moved beside him. “Take another step and I will kill you right now,” the Marquis roared.

Attentive to the three noblemen, O’Brian thought it was time to conclude all the threats and oaths. He placed himself behind the Viscount and after observing with disgust that he wasn’t wearing anything under the silky robe, he said. “Stop for once and for all so justice can take charge. Mr. Graves...”
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