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My dear reader:

	 

	Here is the third book in The Gentlemen series. I hope that the words hidden in these pages will transport you to the life of the last gentleman we´ve been waiting to discover: Frederick Cooper. As in the previous novels, I warn you that everything you are about to read is a product of my imagination. With that said, I hope you enjoy reading.

	 

	Yours sincerely, 

	Dama Beltrán.

	 


To Maria Antonietta Idotta, with much affection. Thank you for continuing by my side and for not giving into my madness.

	 


“I’m a man of my word. I always have been and always will be. I promised you that I would take care of you and, even though it has been a long time, I´ll keep my promise.”

	 

	Frederick Cooper.

	 


PROLOGUE

	[image: Image]

	 

	London, 1855. The residence of the Cooper family.

	 

	“Don't stop! I assure you, there is little left,” he encouraged her, taking her by the hand and pulling her briskly.

	“I can't take it anymore, Fred. I'm tired,” Anais said, trying to call him to slow down.

	Her legs weren´t as long as his, nor was she dressed comfortably. But Cooper didn't pay attention to such minute details as those. If something interested him, if something excited him, he would forget everything around him and become obsessed with reaching his goal.

	“When did you become so weak?” he asked, making her stop and fixing his blue eyes on her.

	“I'm not weak,” she muttered angrily.” You know that...”

	“So what are you complaining about?” he insisted, amused.

	“I complain, Fred, because I just escaped through my bedchamber window, because you are making me run around, because you won't tell me what you intend to do, and because...”

	“It's a secret,” he interrupted her.” But you'll love it, I promise.”

	Frederick grabbed her again, but this time his fingers intertwined with hers. He noticed how she accepted his boldness, for it wasn’t appropriate for two young people to hold hands so comfortably. Nor was it usual for him to appear under her window and throw pebbles at the glass until Anais looked out. It was unusual for him to entice her to leave her home after dark, to drag her through a dark terrain, to walk alone but come to think of it, nothing between them was common.

	In both their families, they were children pretending to be grown-ups and little attention was paid them. However, the young boy's feelings grew as time went by and the game became a real aspect of his life. Frederick enthusiastically took on the role of savior and Anais lived happily under his care. Such was his eagerness to protect her that no one, save her parents, knew of her existence. Nor had Frederick told his best friend, William Mampers, the future Duke of Rutland, who of course would have laughed after confessing to him that, like a domestic dog guarding the home in which he lives, Frederick showed his teeth when Anais was by his side. What was originally born as a coping mechanism for a fearful child had transformed into something he himself could not define. The only thing he understood was that he had become very possessive of the young girl and felt happy, free, and lucky to have her.

	“We're almost there,” Frederick noted as she began to fall behind again.

	“I hope this race was for something good. My gown is dirty, my feet are sore, and my hair...” Anais grumbled.

	“Look!” he exclaimed, pointing his free hand towards the sky.

	Anais was speechless. Not only because of the effort it had taken to climb the mountain, but also because she saw the reason he had decided to take her there. It was the first time she had admired it so beautifully. Although she could see it clearly from her bedchamber window, from this place it seemed as if there was no distance between them and the great moon.

	“It is magnificent!” she exclaimed with enthusiasm.” I have never seen her so close, so extraordinary, so beautiful.”

	“I told you,” Cooper commented proudly.” I knew you'd love it.”

	“Could I touch her if...?” She took a few steps forward, reaching out to touch the moon. She forgot her purpose, however, when she noticed Frederick's hands clinging to her waist. Startled by the tender touch, she turned her head to look at him. 

	“Be careful, Anais. You might fall,” he warned her. 

	The girl appreciated the blush that broke out on her companion's face as he ventured to touch her. Although his only intention was to avoid a fall, she blushed at the innocent touch. He quickly withdrew his hands from her body, as if the petite figure of the young woman burned him. 

	Anais smiled at the stupor on his cheeks. She would never misinterpret such a candid act as brazen or impure. That wasn’t Frederick’s intention. Her Fred, as she called him despite his insistence that it was not a manly way of referring to him, was an honest and decent young man. He would never hurt her; on the contrary, everything he did was for her benefit. That, in a way, hurt her because when Frederick was around, Anais paid no attention to the dangers around her. On more than one occasion, as they walked along a path, he had pushed her to one side or the other so that her feet wouldn’t get caught in the huge cracks created by the lack of rain. He had saved her several times from being run over by some reckless coachman. He had even saved her from being hit by a stone that just appeared out of the sky. At that moment, having realized that the rock would hit her head, he covered her with his own body and that small pebble, which appeared to be a projectile, hit his slender male back. 

	Two weeks. Poor Frederick had complained of terrible pain for two weeks after that moment. When she heard him complain, Anais jokingly equated his moans with those of the hypochondriac ladies who went daily to the hot springs to relieve their ailments. But one day, tired of her hurtful suggestions, the young man lifted his clothes and showed her the result of the impact of the ‘small’ stone. With tears in her eyes and trembling after discovering what the fabric concealed, Anais decided to touch the monstrosity with her fingertips and soothe the ailment with a gentle caress. However, just when she managed to feel the deep wound and those purple waves surrounding it, Frederick released his shirt, tucked it under his trousers and put distance between them. That wound cemented what she already knew: nothing bad would happen to her if her Fred stayed close. Still, what would happen after dawn—when they would never see each other again? 

	“I feel as if my heart wants to burst out of my chest,” she said quietly, so only she could hear herself, but Frederick, always attentive to everything concerning Anais, heard her. 

	“Because of the emotion of the moon? It's beautiful, yes. From this position,” he commented, pointing a finger towards the sky, as if it were drawn on a blackboard, “you can see some spots, but actually, they say they are shadows of the sun…” 

	“No, Fred, my heart is not stirred by the moon, but by my departure.” Anais turned to him to confront, at last, the subject they had avoided talking about. 

	Frederick had stiffened and became a figure more like that of a man than that of a beardless youth. He placed his hands behind his back and began to walk along the narrow path at the top. 

	“I still haven't come to terms with that decision,” he replied in a broken voice, just as his heart was broken. 

	They had not spoken of the matter to avoid hurting each other, though, as she would be leaving the next day, they had no choice. Anais would disappear from his life at dawn, and he would die of grief after sunrise. 

	“My parents say it's the best thing for the family. We can't stay here any longer,” she confessed with little strength in her voice. 

	Anais would miss him, she would dream of him and, of course, she would cry every day for all the memories they had built up in those five years of friendship. But she had no choice. That was her fate, which was her life: to run from place to place until she left her parents. And that would only come about through marriage. 

	Anais stared at him in silence, trying to work out what was going through his mind. If she wasn't mistaken after so many years of friendship, he was thinking about the real reason for their departure. Her parents had spread the word that the only reason they were leaving London so hastily was the ill health of Lady Claudine, her maternal grandmother. But the truth was quite different. In the quiet of the night, the earl couldn’t silence the angry conversations between them; the reproaches, the lamentations, the wrath that her mother showed in every cry directed at her husband, were in every corner of the house. Her father was to blame for all that was to happen in the future. The famous Earl of Kingleton had lost the fortune he had; the wealth that brought him the title, and the dowry he received at his marriage gone. His addiction to gambling, drinking, and keeping expensive mistresses had brought him to ruin, and now he needed to live on the charity that her maternal grandmother would provide: a woman Anais barely knew and who, except at birth, had never seen her again. According to her own mother, she was as evil as the devil himself. 

	“I'd like to have at least six more years. Maybe then they wouldn't force you to go with them,” Frederick said regretfully.

	“They wouldn't leave me under anyone's guardianship, least of all yours,” she said with a small smile on her face. 

	Anais put her hands behind her back, as he did, and kicked a stone she found in the middle of the path. 

	“They would have ended up agreeing...” he mumbled, frowning even more, and turning those hands he had placed behind his back into two hard fists. 

	Anais had no doubt that he would. If he had been old enough, he would have run to the parlor of the house where her father would be staying with a few too many drinks and confronted him, with his typical loquacity and righteousness, until he made her father accept his claims. For her sake, to protect her, to look after her, as he had done from the moment she met him and asked him if there were monsters in the forest. 

	“Do you know if there are monsters in that forest?” Her green eyes glistened in the dark from the tears she was holding back. Her mother had told her, on more than one occasion, that ladies “to be” did not cry in public. But she wanted to, since that garden was awfully close to a frightening alley, and she felt dread. 

	“No. Why?” He had asked, intrigued. 

	“Because it scares the hell out of me,” she said, bringing her hand close to his. For a moment she thought that, being an older boy, he would push her hand away and reject it. But nothing could be further from the truth. Frederick accepted it and squeezed it tightly. 

	“Fear not,” he said with a solemnity unbecoming of a boy of only twelve.” I will always be here to protect you.”

	“Promise?”

	“Yes,” he replied firmly.

	And from that day on he had kept his word and she was no longer afraid of monsters because, if they appeared, he would fight them.

	“Frederick...” she whispered. 

	The young man turned to Anais and, try as she might to appease his anger, she couldn’t. Besides, hearing her call him by his first name was heartbreaking. At that moment he was fighting two battles within himself, two battles that were slowly but surely ravaging his soul; not only was the girl he was secretly in love with leaving, but, because of his age, he could not stop her from leaving. 

	“No, Anais!” He exclaimed after his ramblings, angrily.” It is not logical that we children should pay for the irrationality of our parents! We should...”

	“What, Fred, what should we do? Don't you realize that I am thirteen and you are seventeen? What can two people that young do?

	“But I'm very mature for my age,” he defended himself. 

	“Of course you are! Who would think that you do not show the behavior of an elderly man, of a future baron?” There was no anger in her words, but mockery. 

	Frederick raised his eyebrow and looked at her fiercely. She was mocking him, as always. She insisted on angering him by reminding him how honest he was, how chivalrous he was in front of the world, how he took care of every detail, every word, every gesture he made. But he did it with everyone except her... There was nothing to hide from Anais. He could be himself when he was by her side without being ashamed of his feelings, his desires, or his wishes. If she left, if she truly departed at dawn, all that liberation would be gone, and his true self would be locked away somewhere in his heart. 

	“Do you think bringing you here is a performance worthy of a future baron?” he asked angrily.” What would they think if they discovered us, Anais?” He spat out every word that came from his mouth. 

	Deep down, she knew she had committed a folly, and though it was unreasonable, it excited her. Perhaps if someone found them, the two families would arrange a marriage to avoid a scandal before she could present herself in Society. That would prevent her from going somewhere she didn't know. And suddenly, without knowing why, she prayed for that atrocity to happen. 

	“My father would give me a good thrashing. Of that I have no doubt, and your parents... Well, they would be quick to take you to that school where you spend a month a year,” she remarked firmly.” But, fortunately, no one will discover us. We are a long way from our homes, and if we should hear anyone approaching, I trust you to safeguard my honor.”

	“I'm not so sure about that,” he whispered, clenching his jaw.

	“What do you mean, no...?” She didn't need to finish the sentence, Frederick's face said it all. 

	He had taken her there not only to show her the moon, but he also intended to be found. He imagined it was the only alternative they had left to remain together forever. But she was still so young, barely thirteen, and what would he do with a girl? What if, in time, he regretted having her by his side? He knew from overheard conversations among her mother's friends that a man did not take into account a woman's intellect. They were more concerned with how she behaved in Society and with beauty. She had too much of one and not enough of the other. Thanks to Frederick she had enriched her mind, but she had her mother’s unfashionable figure. She had hardly any breasts. Her waist was not slim, but thick. Her legs could measure three spans from her ankles to her hips. Her hair? She hardly paid any attention to it since the maid had been dismissed. She did it herself, and not very well. She had tried to get her mother to spend some time showing her the art of coquetry, but she was more interested in weeping and predicting misfortune than attending to her daughter. Her nose was too pointed to grace a feminine face. On a man, as her nanny had told her on more than one occasion, it would be very becoming but on a woman, it was a disgrace. The only worthwhile things about her were her eyes and her lips. The one because they were as green as her favorite gem, the emerald, and the other because they were voluptuous, so deep crimson that she hardly had to paint them. 

	“Anais...” he uttered her name as he choked with bitterness, with a great deal of regret. 

	He approached slowly, so slowly that, instead of feeling that he was walking less than four paces, he thought he was walking a distance similar to that between London and Spain. 

	“Frederick,” she said his name again. 

	Anais lifted her face and gazed at him in rapture. He was undoubtedly the handsomest young man in London and would be the most striking man in the world. But she would not be by his side when he became a worthy and handsome baron. She would not enjoy the pleasure of dancing with him when she was presented in Society. She would not delight in his chivalry, walking arm in arm through the streets of the city. No, she would not do any of the things she had dreamed of ever since he had pressed her hand to relieve her of her fears. He would be far, far away from her side.

	“I don't want you to leave,” Frederick said, ducking his head when they were so close, they could brush against each other as they breathed. 

	“I don't want to do it either,” she agreed in a soft whisper. 

	“But you must,” he continued in an icy tone.

	“But I must...” she repeated, barely audible. 

	This proximity should not upset her; they were always side by side, but this time it was different. Beside her was not Lord Frederick Cooper, future Baron of Sheiton, a young man who was seventeen, the boy who would see the completion of the studies he had begun that very year, the son on whom the barons had pinned all their hopes, nor was he the boy who walked the streets of London displaying his impeccable demeanor. He was her Fred. That tender, affectionate, laughing boy who had named himself his protector. An inexplicable thrill ran through her small body. She didn't understand the hot flush she felt as she watched the bluish eyes bore into her mouth. Would he dare...? But if he did, she would respond, for she had imagined many times what it would be like to kiss him. Anais continued to lift her face, trying to bring her mouth to his. She watched as he reached out for her, as he began to close his eyes. She closed them too and waited for that dream kiss. 

	“We must leave. It has been too long since you left your bedchamber, and I fear that if they discover you are not there, they will come looking for you,” Frederick said, forcing himself to take two steps back to put some distance between them. 

	He had been close, very close to kissing her. Especially when she closed her eyes, waiting for his mouth to touch hers. But he didn’t do it. He could not perform such an act, for if their lips were to meet and he bought the pleasure he knew he would have, how could he be able to let her go? Frederick would be tempted to take her, of course he would, and that very night! 

	When he broke away from her, Anais froze, as if someone had pulled back her blanket to wake her up on a cold morning. She stood motionless, waiting for him to advance towards her again and kiss her. But no, of course not. He wouldn't offend her by touching her like that. He would be incapable of such an immoral act. Frederick could take her out of her room, lead her across the field, take her hand and offer her the very moon, but he was incapable of kissing her, of touching her beyond what would be a mere act of affection. But what about her? Did she want to end a relationship like that? Did she want to leave without the memory of his lips? 

	“Frederick...” she murmured in the manner of one who begs for something she craves more than anything else in the world. But he was still moving forward, not answering her call. “Frederick!” Anais cried in desperation. 

	“Silence!” he growled angrily. He turned on his heel and, noticing that she had not taken a single step, advanced to Anais, seized her, and began to drag her away again.” Why are you shouting?” 

	“Because you wouldn't answer me,” she said angrily, like a child whose whim is not fulfilled. She only needed to kick her feet to prove to him what he often pointed out to her: that she was a spoiled little brat.

	“As I told you, it is not appropriate to stay here any longer,” Frederick said, his anger undiminished. 

	“You just put the moon at my feet and tell me it's inappropriate to stay here any longer?” she grumbled angrily. 

	“Anais, think about it. It was crazy...

	“The only crazy thing we could do right now,” she whispered, leaning closer as he had done before, “would be for you to kiss me. But as I can see, you won't, will you? 

	“It's not honorable to do that to a girl like you, Anais. You know that I respect you, that I admire you, that...

	And it was she who kissed him, putting to rest all the possible arguments he could make for not performing such an unseemly act. 

	The young woman, noticing how her body began to tremble, moved her hands to Frederick's shirt and clung to it. Meanwhile, he put his arms around her so that this display of love would never end. It would not be the best of kisses, especially since it was the first time for both of them, but that caress would become an indelible memory for both of them. 

	“You shouldn't have...” Frederick whispered as his lips parted from hers. 

	His heart was pounding, his breathing was agitated, and a strange pain in his abdomen welled up, causing him to ache. He knew that he should not kiss her, that when he did he could not keep her from him. Yet how could he not hold her? 

	“I love you, Frederick Cooper, future Baron of Sheiton. I love you and I will always love you,” said Anais, before fleeing across the ground she had climbed. 

	The young man froze. He had never imagined that she harbored such feelings for him. He thought that, because of her age, she would not be ready to love, and was confused. Anais was indeed a very special woman and the only one he wanted to remain by his side for the rest of his life. After his reflection, he turned his gaze to the place where Anais had disappeared and, without a second thought, ran to the young woman. He had to make it clear to her that her love was requited and that the distance between them would only be temporary. He would seek her out when she was old enough and, of course, at that time, would make her his wife. 

	It was not until after a few minutes that she heard him breathing behind her. She wanted to run away so that he would not contemplate the shame of her daring act and his words. But just as she lightened her pace, her forearm was caught in his hand, spinning her around until they were facing each other. 

	“I love you too, Anais Price. I love you, and will love you always. And I swear on my honor that when time permits, I will seek you out and you will marry me. In this way, no one shall ever part us.” 

	And after his promise, Frederick kissed her so passionately that he noticed she lifted one of her feet from the ground. 

	The next morning, as they already knew would happen, Anais got into her parents’ carriage. There was no end to the tears that had come during the night. Her parents were discussing the future they would both suffer and forgot that she stood there, her head against the cold glass, watching silently as she left behind everything she loved. She was about to draw the curtain in the carriage when she saw him. Frederick. He was galloping on his horse and heading towards them. But Anais knew he wouldn't come near. She continued to watch him, even though her tears had increased and she could barely make out his figure clearly. Suddenly, she saw him raise his hand. He didn't mean to say goodbye, they had sworn to each other that they would not. His intention was to show her the present, the one he had placed under her pillow the previous evening, when her family had gone to say goodbye to the barons and she had taken advantage of an oversight to gain access to Frederick's room. It had been bought for her by her mother, who had first pawned the few jewels she had planned to wear at her presentation in Society. When the countess asked her what she wished to give her, she replied that she would like something to remember her by.” I promise he will never forget you,” she assured him.

	Anais sighed because the agony she was enduring unbearable. But he had promised to look for her, and she trusted his word; Frederick would never let her down. With bitterness, she watched as the figure of her beloved grew tiny. 

	There was no turning back, their destinies were written. Their only choice was to wait...

	



	


I
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	London, 1865. Hamilton, residence of Frederick Cooper.

	 

	When Frederick saw her appear in his home, he was puzzled and a thousand questions popped into his mind: what was she doing there at night and without a gun to protect her? The answer came quickly as he got a closer look at her. Her eyes, puffy and red from incessant crying, told him why Caroline was visiting him at that hour and in that condition. He opened his arms to comfort her with the warmth of his body so that he could comfort her. He did not need to know the cause of her presence, though she explained it to him anyway. 

	At that precise moment, hearing from the woman's mouth what he already feared, Frederick turned and walked to the window. He had to meditate, to think about how to remove the dagger that was piercing his heart, but no matter how hard he tried to pull it out and write a new chapter of the book he had begun in his childhood, he was unable to do so. He had hoped to find it, despite life's misfortunes. He recalled the last time he had heard from Anais, and the bitterness he felt when he realized that she had disappeared forever. 

	As much as he tried to accept it, until the moment Caroline entered his home, he never imagined that this day could come. 

	Frederick pulled back the curtain. Standing in front of the window, he looked up at the sky and gazed at the moon. It had been a long time since he had looked at it that way. Since that day, he had only dared to look at it when it was not in the full moon phase. After so many years, he admired the moon with rapt admiration, silently begging her to forgive him for having kept her out of his life for so long. He thought, futilely, that if he admired her as intensely as he had that night, he would receive the answer he needed. Frederick leaned his forehead against the glass and sighed. Was his future really already determined? Should he forget his promise to look for Anais? Indeed, he had no choice. Although he could not imagine a life with Caroline, she would become the woman he would have to live with for the rest of his life. 

	He had searched for Anais in the months after her departure. He inquired about Earl Kingleton's family at every event in which they appeared. But no one could tell him where they might have gone. However, years later at university, a small world apart from the rest of humanity, a person had mentioned that surname... 

	 

	I was sitting in the lounge. The day, as usual, had dawned rainy and none of the students decided to leave the college. Although he hated his fellow students, because they continually bragged about their future degrees and the riches they would enjoy once they had finished their studies, Frederick remained seated in one of the armchairs by the fireplace. The winged back was so large, it prevented them from noticing his presence, and he, of course, avoided theirs. Suddenly, one of the fools came up with a game to kill their boredom. It was not chess, draughts or poker, no, the ass's idea was to list all the lords who had destroyed his title by their bad lifestyle. Frederick tried to not to listen, though every time he tried to read a line of the newspaper, he was interrupted by the laughter of the players. He wanted to shut them up and to that end, he got up and walked towards them. But the instant his mouth opened to rebuke them for the uproar, he was frozen speechless. 

	One of them, the most cheerful, uttered the title of Anais' father. At first, Frederick thought he had misheard. Then, after the customary chuckles, the man who spoke about the Earl explained, with terrible crudeness, that he had spent all his fortune on drink and expensive trollops. 

	“Mind your wallets, friends! If you want to keep a mistress, don't let her be too capricious, for if she is, you'll be left like the said Earl, ruined and in the street.” 

	Frederick, who had approached them silently as a predator approaches its prey, stared at him without blinking. The youth, seeing that he was watching him, thought he intended to join in the game, but when Cooper reached out and grabbed him by the collar of his shirt, lifting him as if he weighed no more than a feather, he realized that the purpose of the most hostile student in the university was not what he had imagined. 

	“Repeat that name,” Frederick growled. He brought his nose so close to the young man's that the tips pressed together. His blue eyes locked onto his brown ones. 

	“Which one?” said the frightened youth. He looked both ways, waiting for one of his friends to come to his aid. But no one came to his aid, for Mr. Cooper's skill with his fists was much remarked upon. 

	“The one I just heard,” Frederick spat each word hard. His teeth, white as mother-of-pearl, clenched, and his voice... his voice was like that of Lucifer himself. 

	“The Earl of Kingleton? The family reportedly left London for Guilford, where the former countess's mother lived,” the student said, hoping for an early release.” She took in only her daughter and granddaughter, so the Earl had to go elsewhere. But he only stayed away from them for a short time because, according to the story, one day he claimed a home there. Although the old lady tried to stop him, she did not succeed, for she died suddenly. Eventually they ended up in Bournemouth, where I come from. But only two arrived, the father and daughter. According to the earl himself, his wife fell ill on the way and no one could save her.” 

	“Are they still living there?” Frederick let go of the young man, took a few steps back and waited for the answer. 

	“No. They left before I was sent to this place,” said the somewhat calmer youth. 

	“To where?” His only hope of finding her shrugged his shoulders, giving Frederick to understand that he did not know her new whereabouts. 

	Angrily, Frederick turned and walked back to his room. He had a lot of thinking to do about the information he had obtained and, of course, there was only one person who could help him: his father. That evening he wrote to him. The letter he wrote demanded the address of Anais's grandmother, informed him that rumors had come to his ears about the family's misfortune, and that he needed to find her. Weeks later, Frederick received an unexpected reply that left him devastated. 

	 

	My dear son

	The misfortunes of Earl Kingleton were not unknown to us. We knew exactly why they were leaving London, and we were glad of their departure. Both the Baroness and I discovered that your feelings towards the Kingletons' daughter were changing, and sooner or later we had to consider how to put an end to this untimely relationship, knowing that it would end in ruin. You must understand that our mission in this world is to continue to hold the exalted title we inherited, since, as you well know, it is the lowest level of Society. It is our duty to be proud to be barons and to live up to our position. Your mother and I are choosing certain young women who can be good baronesses. Not only are their parents' titles superior to ours, but they would bring a proper distinction to the Sheiton name. I hope you will not be disappointed in the truth, my son. We trust you to remain the man we have brought up. Remember to behave properly and forget this girl at once. If, as you say, her mother died, perhaps she did too, and if so, we should just thank God for being so merciful to the less fortunate. 

	Yours,

	Julian, Baron of Sheiton

	 

	Frederick crumpled the letter in his hands and screamed. He hadn't expected that from his parents. They, who were so insistent on ideals, an unbiased conscience, were telling him that they knew Anais's parents' secret and were thanking God for taking her away from them. He felt trapped, cheated, and too sour to attend his university lectures. 

	After drinking a whole bottle of rum and thinking about which future he should choose, his own or that of his parents, Frederick wrote to his best friend. In the letter he told him everything, unburdened himself in every word he put on paper and released the pressure he felt in his chest. Three weeks later, William appeared at the door of his room. He was accompanied by a young man taller than him and blond, as blond as his beloved Anais. Frederick thought, hopefully, that he was a relative of hers and that he had come to give her news, but he was mistaken. That boy was Roger Bennett, the future Marquis of Riderland. Attempting to hide his disappointment at the identity of his friend’s companion, he showed them in, offered them a drink, and conversed with familiarity as if the unknown man were not a stranger. 

	When he had finished the exposition of all that he had already written down for William in the letter, young Roger spoke.” It seems strange to me that a man should fall in love with a woman in this way, when there are so many women in the world...” 

	“No one is like her!” cried Frederick, angrily. 

	“We didn't come all this way to raise your ire, nor to judge your undue infatuation, Cooper. The real reason is to confirm whether you really want to do what you told me,” William said in a more measured tone. 

	“Of course! Why do you think I revealed her existence after so many years of silence? I need you to be my eyes and ears while I'm away,” said Frederick.” This is the first time I will lie to my parents and I don't want it to destroy what little relationship is left between us.” 

	“Well. If you're so sure, I can tell you that Roger has a ship,” Rutland began, “and on the way here, we thought it would be a good plan to use it.” 

	“A ship?” Frederick raised his eyebrows and looked at him in astonishment.” A carriage is enough for me, William!”

	“You will tell your parents that you have decided to travel before you take one of your chosen wives,” Roger said, seeing young Cooper was so confused.” That will give you plenty of time to look for her, if that is what you really want,” he smiled.” Though I insist that, while in London, many a lady will jump at your throat and give you the love you “rave.” 

	“Say that again,” Frederick snarled, raising his fists and facing the man even though he knew that one punch would knock him unconscious, “and I'll make that pretty nose bleed.”

	“Mon dieu! Oui, il est amoureux!” exclaimed Roger, amused. 

	“He must be mad, if he did not know of Lady Anais Price's existence until a few weeks ago,” said William sullenly. It was the first time there had been a secret between the two of them, and it pained him to learn of it years later, and in a letter. 

	“She's special, Mampers,” Frederick confessed quietly. 

	“That is why, my dear Cooper, I have sent a trustworthy person to search for her. If he finds her, you can go after her while you make your parents believe that you are on my ship to Europe,” Bennett said with determination. 

	“Who did you send?” Frederick looked at one and then the other. The idea was good, but he was desperate to know who would find his beloved before he did. Understandably, he no longer trusted anyone. After the way his parents had acted, he couldn't trust anyone but Mampers.

	“I sent my friend John, an Indian who I saved....”

	“An Indian? You sent a wild man after Anais?!” Frederick shouted so loudly that both men looked at him in bewilderment. 

	“John's no savage,” muttered Bennett, angrily, “and I'll bet my head you'll hear from that girl before the month is out. And I'll give you a warning.” He raised an inquisitive finger at Frederick.” If you talk like that about John again, I'll knock your teeth out.” 

	“What if he doesn't find her?” Frederick asked, ignoring Roger's threat and looking at his friend. 

	“You will come to London with us and we will teach you how to enjoy the carnal pleasures that dozens of lonely damsels will offer you,” said Roger, a little more calmly. 

	Roger looked at the young man carefully and saw that he did not like the idea of being in the arms of any other woman than his beloved. He was very much in love. He was so mad with love that he had even dared to confront a stranger. Logically, Roger would not have defended himself because young Romeo could end up on a stretcher, but this state of madness gave him food for thought and, at that very moment, he vowed to himself: he would not love any woman enough to feel the pain that this young man felt in his heart. 

	“Do you agree?” Rutland narrowed his eyes and held his friend's gaze. 

	“Yes,” Frederick replied with a sigh. 

	As the man who was to become one of her best friends told him, the Indian sent news before the month was out, but it was not what he expected. Anais's father had been killed in a horrific brawl in a dangerous neighborhood in a town called Thyndleton, and no one knew the girl's whereabouts or existence. 

	“When he arrived in the town,” said the person who had spoken to John, “there was no lady with him.”

	Frederick locked himself in his room and wept for several days. He was desperate, not knowing which way to go to find out more about Anais. Despite William and Roger's enquiries, they could not find another relative of the young woman to help them. Cooper ended up sinking into a depression that did not end until he finished his studies.

	The same day he left university and returned home, he took the watch Anais had given him, opened it and read a thousand times the sentence engraved inside: “True love does not disappear with the passing of time”. He closed it, put it in the pocket next to his heart and made a promise to himself: no one would replace Anais's love, and he would make his parents pay for all the pain they had caused him. To achieve this end, he would live like his friends, being a libertine; he would chivalrously seduce all the women who wished to lie in his arms, without letting any of them reach his heart because, to his misfortune, she already had a mistress. 

	 

	“You haven’t answered me?” asked Caroline, concerned and indignant. 

	The woman's voice made Frederick look away from the moon and back at her. How long had he been silent? Long enough to discover that she had sat down, taken the handkerchief from her jacket and was wiping her tears with it. He could see his initials, F. C., embroidered on the cloth. Frederick Cooper, a future baron and one whose life was going to change drastically. 

	“I'm just thinking,” he said reflectively.” The news you have just given me needs to be thought through.” 

	“You can't leave me like this, Frederick. I need an answer urgently. As you well know, changes are coming to my body soon, and I wouldn't want people to start whispering...” Caroline sobbed. 

	She looked up at him, hoping to discover what step he would take. But when she saw him standing before her, silent and with an expression of doubt on his face, she trembled. He couldn't refuse, she wouldn't let him. Frederick was the only option she had. It was no longer possible to find another man, there was no more time. Caroline took a breath, gathered the strength to face him, and just as she opened her mouth to speak, he extended a hand towards her. 

	“I will marry you, Caroline, so don't worry or cry anymore. Tomorrow I will go to my steward’s to get us the license to marry as soon as possible.” Frederick's voice was firm, solemn, authoritative. There was not a hint of trembling in his words, though his insides were throbbing. 

	Indeed, what he was going to do was what was expected of a gentleman: of a man who had taken a lady into his bed, and with unexpected consequences. He had never imagined that, although he had done everything possible to avoid it, she would end up with his child in her womb. 

	He waited for Caroline to stand up, accept his hand, and end the conversation with an embrace, as couples who would live a life together were wont to do. But, to his surprise, she did not. 

	“Thank you, Frederick, we have done the right thing,” she replied after rising from her seat without accepting her future husband’s help.” If you don't mind, I'll let you be the one to inform my parents of our engagement, it will make them very happy.”

	Caroline took a few steps back, shook out of her gown, and, turning on her heel, walked towards the door as if desperate to leave. 

	“Aren't you going to ask me for a ring?” It was the first thing that popped into Frederick's head as he saw her walk away like that. 

	He could not believe his eyes. In a matter of seconds, the sweet, fragile Caroline had changed into a very different woman. Her eyes, those which had cried for mercy until she had been offered marriage, had gone. She now looked at him with a frivolity that did not please Cooper. 

	“Do you have any in your pocket?” Caroline reprimanded, turning and fixing him with her grey gaze. 

	“No, I don't have a ring to put on your finger, Caroline,” he lied. He did have one. He had bought it years ago, when he decided to look for the woman he loved. But when he couldn't find her, he had put it and his heart in a drawer.” But if I'm to go to your father to ask his permission, you'll have to wear one, won't you?” 

	“I think it's a wonderful idea, Frederick. If it's acceptable to you, we can meet tomorrow, after breakfast, and we'll visit several jewelers to find the right one for me.” Caroline reached out for him to take her hands in his. But in doing so neither of them felt warmth, instead only a cold and unbecoming distance between two people who were about to spend a lifetime together.

	Cooper pondered whether to bring those hands to his mouth to kiss them. No, he didn't want to do that, nor did he want to touch that body again, or taste that mouth. But it was too late. Perhaps if at that party, if at that moment, he hadn't followed the game she had started to seduce him, they wouldn't have ended up in his residence giving themselves over to a passion that, as was usual for him, would only last that night and that no one would discover. For though he had many more conquests than his friends, he never spoke of them.

	“Frederick?”

	He caught her eye again as he looked thoughtful.” Yes, Caroline. Tomorrow, after breakfast, we will go and buy the ring for you,” he answered halfheartedly. 

	“Aren't you happy?” asked the woman, resting her palms on his chest and tucking her head under his chin.” And you have no idea how happy you'll make my parents when I tell them the news. 

	“Mine too...” he muttered after sighing. 

	The embrace lasted less than a minute. Without kissing him, without touching him, Caroline walked to the door and, after murmuring a rough “good night,” closed the door and left Frederick alone in the hall. 

	He stared at the door for a long time. As he fixed his eyes on the door, Frederick knew it would not be long before he regretted the decision he had made. Perhaps it was just fear of what he was about to experience, or perhaps it was the shock of realizing that his future wife did not wish to celebrate the engagement with a few moments of passion. Whatever the reason, there he was, at home, alone, burdened by the future he would have with this woman, and weeping over the fading of a dream. 

	Frederick turned, walked over to the cabinet and picked up the fullest bottle of whisky he had. He returned to the armchair where he had been sitting before Caroline appeared, sat down, reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out his watch.

	“I'm so sorry, my love. I'm so sorry,” he whispered before opening the bottle with his teeth and taking the first sip of the evening.

	 


II
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	Caroline burst out laughing as soon as she got into the carriage. She had done it. Her plan had worked just as she had hoped. Gone was the blissful sense of humiliation she had suffered at having to give herself to a man for whom she had no feelings. Of course, after her triumph, she would erase from her mind the dark night she had spent with the man who would soon offer her a surname for the child she was expecting. She had to sacrifice herself to safeguard her honor and her secret. And although the man's physique was desirable enough for any woman, she was repulsed when he touched her, kissed her, or possessed her. 

	She raised her right hand to the roof and knocked three times. The coachman started off towards the place she indicated. She rested her head on the cushion and kept the smile on her face all the way. It was true that, for a few moments, she feared that Frederick was insinuating that she was lying, that the child could not be his, since they had used means to prevent it from happening. Yet, after standing by the window as if the answer were written on the outside of his mansion, he had turned to her and proposed what she expected: marriage. 

	“Of course he would! Mr. Cooper would never shrink from a thing like this!” she continued, mockingly. The famed Mr. Cooper is incapable of not doing his duty. 

	She continued to laugh for a long time until a thought popped into her head and made that laughter turn into sobs. What emerged from her mind, making the warmth of her body as cold as an iceberg, was nothing more than the impossibility of fulfilling a wish. Caroline had dreamed that she would eventually marry Eric and that life would be perfect at his side. The reality, however, was very different. She did not expect the reaction of her child’s real father. His anger, his disengagement, his abandonment, had left her broken, shattered and betrayed. 

	 

	It happened a month ago, at the country residence of Lady Joanna Baithlarin. She and Eric had sought, during the evening, a moment to be alone. He imagined that her insistence on intimacy was because she needed his caresses, his kisses, but that day, Caroline only wished to confess to him that she was expecting his child believing innocently that the same excitement she felt would pour from him, but it wasn't to be...

	“Are you sure?” Eric asked again after the confession. 

	“Of course,” Caroline said emphatically. 

	“Maybe you should look for someone to eliminate the problem. The best option is to make it disappear as soon as possible.” Eric Graves began pacing the width of the balcony, holding his hands to his head. 

	The news was not good. If anyone found out, if anyone had any suspicions about what was going on between him and the woman, his position, his wealth, everything he had fought for would disappear in one fell swoop. 

	“Don't look at me like that, Caroline, I can't take care of that child. You must understand that.” 

	“Are you leaving me, leaving me to my fate?” she said, regretfully.” Then... All this time we have spent together, our love, our passion, has it been false?” 

	Eric approached Caroline, who, after his words, had taken a seat on one of the stone benches where they could continue to hide from the gaze of the other guests. 

	He moved to her side, took her hands and brought them to his mouth.” You know I love you and I can't lose you. But if our affair is discovered, my father-in-law will throw me out on the street like a dog and my wife will ask me for a divorce. How can I help you when I won't be able to survive on my own?” 

	“What am I to do then?” Caroline turned to him and, weeping bitterly, waited for his answer. One that would save them both from this situation.

	“If you don't want to get rid of the child, then you should find someone you can cajole. You are a beautiful woman, the most beautiful I have ever seen in my life, and if you do it tonight, he will have no doubts about the paternity of the child. It is fortunate that you found out so quickly, most women are not able to discover that they are with child until it is too late.” 

	“Are you telling me...? Are you asking me to...?” she stuttered in surprise. She withdrew her hands quickly and clasped them together. 

	“It's only fair, Caroline. You must understand me...”

	“Fair to whom?” she spat angrily. 

	“For all three of us.” Eric moved his hand to her belly and caressed it tenderly. 

	“I don't understand how you can walk away from me without even stopping to think about what we've been through over the years,” she said, grief-stricken.” You're so cruel, Eric.” 

	“Who said anything about staying away forever? I would never part with you!” Eric said angrily.” Surely after you are married to the man you think fit to be the father of our child, we shall continue our relationship with more peace of mind?” 

	“What if I don't want to? What if I fall in love with that man?” she replied, lifting her chin and narrowing her brown eyes. 

	He whispered in her ear, as he grabbed her hands tightly and guided them towards his erect sex, “no one will ever be able to give you what I offer you.”

	“That's... not good enough,” she gasped. 

	Caroline’s body trembled and she could barely articulate as she felt the arousal she provoked in Eric. Despite his suggestion that she become another man's wife, she had no doubt that they would continue their sporadic encounters. But is that what she wanted? To marry a man to continue a secret relationship with the man she loved? 

	“That is enough for the moment...” Graves lifted her off the bench, led her to the wall behind the bench and leaned her against it.” Now, my dear,” he continued in a whisper as he slipped his hand under her gown, lifting the skirt.” Find a man you can use. I recommend that he be a widower or long-lived, so that when you announce his paternity, he will be so happy he will not question it.” 

	“I don't want to marry an old man...they disgust me,” she murmured in a breathy voice. 

	Eric nibbled shamelessly at her neck, making her feel warm.” It will be very easy, little one. Every time he touches you, every time he kisses you, close your eyes and think that it's me...”

	“How can I achieve such a thing?” Caroline asked in confusion.

	“Well, then, my dear,” he withdrew from her quickly, leaving her stunned and cold.” Think which unmarried man at this party will not disgust you, and strive to get him. But mind one thing, Caroline, don't go back to the house till you have found a father for your child,” he said. 

	Without a word, Lord Graves straightened his suit jacket and stepped into the drawing room. 

	Caroline stared after him in bewilderment. Was he abandoning her to her fate? Did he love her so little? After crying until she ran out of tears, she pulled herself together. She had to get inside that room and find the perfect candidate. But he wouldn't be old, of course not! She would vomit every time he tried to kiss her or touch her. He had to be young and quite respectable. Only a man of honor would rise to a situation like this. 

	She stood at the entrance to the hall to see who could help her. Almost all the handsome gentlemen were engaged, only three left free to choose from. However, two of them would never believe her. The first was the future Duke of Rutland, a tall, strong man, but she could not approach him. Every time she did, she felt a terrible trembling in her body. The man's dark gaze and his attitude to those around him was neither kind nor polite, but overbearing and arrogant. Moreover, she had observed before she spoke to Eric that the future Duke of Rutland was in the skirts of Lady Blatte, who, he had been told, would be out of London. 

	The second man she looked at was the most beautiful man she had ever seen. Taller than anyone else present, with hair as blond as the sun's rays, but with a look more dangerous than the duke's. In some conversations she’d had with the future Marquis of Riderland, she had found him charming…too charming. However, those eyes showed hardness, pain and hatred. Yes, hatred for everyone around him. He was also known for his reputation of not wanting to create a family. His mistresses, those who sighed when he passed near them, whispered that Lord Bennett never finished his copulation, that he was satiated when he felt the seed wandering through his sex. So, as much as she coveted the wealth of both gentlemen, they were eliminated. 

	There was only one left. A future baron who, despite holding the lesser social title, was a respectable, honorable and, of course, noble man. No one in town knew of the baron’s mistresses, but Caroline assumed he must have them. Such was his respect for them, however, no slander had ever come out of his mouth to harm them. 

	That was her only option, the salvation she hoped for, the only alternative at that party. 

	Caroline lifted her chin, walked towards Mr. Cooper and, offering him the best of her smiles, prepared to seduce him. 
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	The coachman, after stopping the carriage in the usual place, opened the door for the woman to get out. 

	“Thank you, Parker,” Caroline replied, after raising her gown and stepping gingerly down.” You may go, I shall not require your services until dawn.” 

	“As you wish...” He bowed slightly, waited for her to approach the door, and once she had entered the house, left. 

	Once her feet had stepped into the hall, Caroline’s lips stretched into a smile. How had it ever crossed her mind not to see him again? Impossible! She couldn't leave him, no matter how much she considered the wild idea of building a new life with the man who would become her husband, it was impossible. 

	Eric, despite having abandoned her to her fate and ordered her to find another father for her child, was the only person she loved. Caroline had done so ever since she met him, ever since he kissed her. She was incapable of erasing all the memories she had lived through for two years and, of course, there was no possibility of replacing him. No one could love her like Eric and she would be incapable of giving her heart to someone else because... how could she offer it if it already had an owner? 

	She grabbed her gown with both hands as she stood in front of the staircase, looked up, and sighed. She was back, back to the only place where she felt happy, loved, and at peace. 

	Caroline stopped running when she stood in front of the entrance to the bedchamber. Her heart was pounding so hard that she moved her body to the beat. She tried to keep her breathing slow and to eliminate, once and for all, the anguish she had suffered from not having him for so long. She pushed the door gently thinking that, if luck was with her, she would find him in front of the window, waiting for her. 

	But she didn't. There was no one inside. There was no one inside. 

	“He didn't know I was coming today,” she said to herself. Though she would never admit it, Caroline always defended her lover's behavior, whatever it was. 

	With some sadness, she opened her hands and dropped the skirt of her gown. Without slowing her heartbeat, she walked to the window overlooking Eric's home. On the short walk, Caroline noticed that nothing had changed, and that, in a way, comforted her. If there were strange smells in the room, if the chairs had been moved from either side of the table, if any ornament was not in its place... she would burst with jealousy and, instead of receiving her love as he deserved, opening her arms and showering him with kisses, she would slap him as soon as he appeared. But she saw nothing to provoke her resentment. Everything was just as it had been when she left the last time. 

	When she approached the window, instead of looking through the glass, she looked at the desk beneath it. That's where Eric wrote his poems, his love verses dedicated to her. She reached out her left hand and carefully touched the papers lying on the table. 

	“To my sweet love,” Caroline read silently.” My heart mourns your absence. I suffer days and days of loss. Oh God, why does this feeling hurt so much? Nights of crying, nights of cold, nights without kisses, without caresses, without lovemaking, when will you appear to satisfy my hunger?”

	Although it was not his best writing, the woman was moved. He had missed her as much as she had missed him. Happy to discover that the feeling was mutual, she opened the bottom drawer of the desk, took the red handkerchief and, after forcing the latch on the window, placed the cloth there as if it were a small flag waving outside the room. 

	Unable to wipe the smile from her face or the exhilaration of having him back in her arms, she lit the candle, looked back at the residence and sighed. If he remained in the house, she would come soon. 

	Caroline turned around and began to remove the hairpins that held her hair in place. Her beloved adored seeing her with her hair down, free of any adornment that would prevent him from caressing it. She shook her hair back and forth several times, until the waves covered her shoulders. Then she moved her hands to the ties of her gown and began to untie them. It wasn't dignified for her to receive him in her underwear, but the desire to be touched by him urged her on. She wanted to erase the caresses, the kisses, and whatever traces of Cooper still lingered on her skin. It was not her future husband's scent she wanted to breathe, but Eric's. 

	After placing the gown on the black velvet armchair at the foot of the bed, Caroline began to doubt whether he would come. Perhaps, not knowing that she would appear, he was away from home. Uncertainty turned to sadness, and sadness turned to the appearance of tears that trailed down her face. She had positioned herself in front of the bed, staring at the red bedspread to remember moments between them, when she heard footsteps in the hallway behind the chamber. She didn't dare turn around. Though the urge to throw herself into his arms was immense, she wanted to wait for him with her back turned. She heard the soft creak of the door opening. Caroline felt her heart pounding in her throat. Each beat grew bigger, louder, even to the point of jolting her figure. 

	She closed her eyes as she realized he was walking towards her. His footsteps, slow and steady, echoed in her ears as if he were shouting over a mountaintop. Suddenly, she felt her shoulders being warmed by hot, powerful, virile hands. Slowly, too slowly for a woman eager to be loved, those palms moved down to rest on both elbows. Overcome with desire, Caroline rested her head back on the firm chest. In that position, she was intoxicated by the scent of her beloved. She moaned as she breathed in the scent she had so desperately needed and hadn't known since that night. The mixture of virility and the scent of the sea aroused her to such an extent that when Eric released her arms to grasp the woman's breast, her nipples were as hard as rocks. 

	Exasperated to the point of not knowing whether what was happening was real or dreamt, she thought she heard a hoarse sound. She closed her eyes and tried to find out where it came from and smiled when she discovered that the moan came from his throat. In response to that delicious sound, she welcomed his touch shamelessly so that he would not stop caressing her. As was usual in romantic encounters with Eric, his touches were not gentle or soothing, but quite the opposite. He squeezed her sensitive breasts so hard that Caroline cried out. But that scream didn't make him stop, it only increased the pressure on them. When he released them, when she could take a breath and breathe, his mouth began to kiss her long, slender neck.

	“I guess if you've come back it's because you've made it,” he said huskily as he gently squeezed her nipples between his fingers. 

	“Yes,” she murmured. 

	After the affirmation, she noticed that his lips stopped kissing her, and then she felt the wetness and warmth of his tongue. He licked her so calmly that Caroline felt a terrible weakness at not being promptly satisfied. 

	“Well done,” he moaned with difficulty. 

	His right hand began to descend. Slowly, without haste, as if he was too lazy to touch her, to feel the skin he had longed for, his fingers moved down until he reached the end of the fabric. Between long, deep sighs provoked by the desire he felt for the young woman, Eric lifted the garment that covered Caroline's body with real tranquility. However, when his palm reached her warm, wet sex, all that placidity disappeared. Without preparing her properly so that the invasion of two of his fingers would not hurt, he thrust hard into her. He heard her cry out again, but after a few moments, the moans turned to sobs of pleasure.

	“Who's the lucky man?” Eric asked, moving his fingers inside her. 

	“Mr. Cooper,” she managed to say between exhalations. 

	“Perfect,” he said emphatically.

	After the exclamation, he withdrew his fingers from inside the woman's body, grabbed her waist and placed her by the foot of the bed. 

	“Raise your hands,” he ordered as he pulled off her blouse, “now spread them out and place them on the bed.” 

	Once she complied, Eric pulled his hard sex out of his breeches and penetrated her with more brutality than his fingers had. 

	“Scream that you are mine. Scream that you belong to no one else,” Eric growled. He gripped her waist tighter. His thrusts were so vigorous that her legs were lifting off the floor and she was barely holding on to the mattress.” Caroline, I can't hear you...” he insisted, angrily. 

	“Yes, Eric,” Caroline replied, her voice barely audible. She wanted to please him as she had always done, but it was difficult to speak. Everything he was offering her, everything he was provoking her to do, was so sublime that she couldn't think straight.” I am yours and belong to no one else,” she moaned. 

	“Oh, my love!” exclaimed the man when he realized that his act of passion was about to culminate.” I have missed you so much!”
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	March 1867, London.

	 

	“Tell me again why I made the unwise decision to move to London?”

	Lady Priscilla Appleton, widow of the Earl of Crowner, leaned back in the carriage seat and gazed out in disgust. She hated the crowded buildings, the bustle of the people, and, of course, the climate of the city. She was used to living apart from the rest of the world, and while it might be torture for others, for a young woman suffering from such extreme shyness, being alone was beneficial. 

	For as long as she could remember she had always been rather withdrawn. She had hardly any friends and her parents feared that because of this defect she would never find a husband. Fortunately, they were wrong. Before she could present herself in Society and suffer the horrifying encounters, the meaningless conversations, or having to dance counting the steps so as not to step on her escort, Anthony had found her and fallen in love with her. He gave her the protection she longed for in a man and the life she wanted. Maybe for another woman living with her husband would have been hell, but for her it was the opposite. He accepted her fears, her worries and her desire to live away from Society. Since their marriage, she had never left home alone. She had the Earl’s approval to avoid visitors who came to the house, to avoid all the parties he could not attend, and the Earl also ensured that his wife's carriage journeys did not exceed the length of a fleeting trip. For that reason, staying in a carriage for several days, even though they had stopped to rest, had caused her terrible pain in his back, legs and head. But she had no choice. 

	After her husband's death, Priscilla had to take care of certain matters that Anthony had written in his will. She had never imagined that the man who knew her weakness would force her to do so terrible a thing as to move away from the peaceful home in which they lived, to a city where she would be unhappy, but she could no longer argue with his wild decision. She had to pluck up her courage and manage to stay in the London residence for the two years required of her. Otherwise, her husband's nephew would take not only the title of Earl, but also everything that rightfully belonged to her. 

	“As you have well remarked on previous occasions,” the lady companion began very cautiously, “it is your duty to come here. Your late husband wished it when he presented you with the finest property he owned.” 

	“I wouldn’t call it a gift, but rather torture,” she replied sadly.” The Earl was not in his right mind when he wrote the will! He knew my fears very well, and I cannot see how he could imagine that living in London for so long could be of any benefit to me. I feel like a poor little fish whose fishbowl has been changed overnight and who finds himself surrounded for the first time by others like himself. But he is so naïve that he doesn't know which fish, of all the fish, could harm him. So sooner or later I will be devoured by...” 

	“You will do magnificently,” her lady’s maid interrupted to encourage her. She reached out to place her hands over the grieving woman’s.” No one will eat a woman like you, my lady, and if you try, I will be at your side to punch them in the mouth.” 

	“You’re so kind,” she replied with barely a whisper as she let herself be soothed by the woman’s touch.” I am so glad you're still by my side. I know it's selfish of me, Anais, and I know you should have left with that man when he proposed to you, but I'm glad you decided to stay with me. I don't know what I would have done without you.” 

	“You have nothing to thank me for, madam. It is I who thank you for letting me stay and look after you.” She took her hands away and leaned back in the seat. 

	Anais had no doubt that Lady Priscilla would not be able to cope with life in London without her help. Ever since she had met her, and that was a little over a decade ago, she had always seemed to her as fragile a young woman as the petals of a flower. She was always hiding in her room, afraid of small things, terrified of being with people, let alone having a conversation. The overprotection of the girl's parents, rather than benefiting her, had harmed her. 

	Though her arrival at the Appleton home was like a breath of fresh air, the young lady was still unable to perform so simple a task as walking beyond the gardens of her home. Anais had no doubt, therefore, that both the journey and the new life which the Dowager Countess was to endure would cause her much trouble. Though of course, such troubles would be insignificant compared to what would happen if the late Count's nephew were a very different person from the way he had been described. Neither of them knew him, nor had they ever heard of him except when his excellency mentioned him at some gathering. During the time of Priscilla's marriage, the supposed Viscount of Rochdale had never appeared in Bournemouth, and such inappropriate behavior towards a relative who was to cede his title to him gave much food for thought. However, Anais was determined to be positive in this new phase of her life. Besides, with no one around to guard the young woman so fervently, it would teach her to stand on her own two feet, and perhaps she could transform the weak flower into a strong, grand marble figure. 

	“Do you think he'll decide to visit me when I'm settled?” Priscilla wondered without taking her eyes off the window. 

	Her honey-colored hair had come loose from its coiled plait and her face had darkened with fatigue; the effect on such a pale complexion was shocking. Not only was she broken by the journey, but, though she did not want to admit it, since her husband's death she did not look as healthy as she wanted to appear. 

	“Who is to appear, my lady?” The question puzzled Anais. She hoped that, as had happened to her before, her thoughts had not spilled from her lips unintentionally. 

	“I was referring to the viscount,” Priscilla clarified, seeing the confusion on the woman's face.” Do you think he will deign to show up at Easthallow Manor or will he send another man in his place?” 

	Lady Appleton's last words had sounded rather ironic, and the sudden humor made Anais laugh. The young lady never spoke in such a way, but since the reading of the will, it was only natural that she should do so. Both had waited impatiently for the appearance of this gentleman. They had even talked about him the evening before the reading of the will. Thousands of questions arose in Priscilla since her future depended on the man's attitude. So it was only natural that, when the door of the lawyer’s office opened, both women stopped breathing as a handsome, well-gowned gentleman appeared. Of course, they examined him closely for any resemblance to the deceased. They found nothing, however, which was to be expected since the stranger introduced himself as the legal representative of the future Earl of Crowner. 

	They both froze when he explained that his client had not been able to attend due to social reasons. What reason would be so important as not to be present at the funeral of the person who would change your life? 

	“I do not think so, my lady,” replied Anais as the carriage rattled on.” If he did not appear at so considerable a time as your husband's burial and the reading of his last will, what makes you think he will change his mind now?” 

	“I don't know... Perhaps... Well, perhaps he might decide to do so, for, as you know, Easthallow Manor was the habitual residence of Anthony's family. All the earls of Crowner have lived there. Only my husband, after meeting me, decided to reside in our small Bournemouth home,” she said sadly. 

	“And you imagine he'll turn up to berate you for living in it, am I right?” 

	“I do not expect him to accept the Earl's decision willingly. Bear in mind that it must not be pleasant to inherit a title and the small fortune we have left at Bournemouth. He will long for more, and that will mean he will fight for Easthallow Manor and...”

	“Why don’t we worry about that problem when it arises?” Anais interrupted her again.” I think the only thing to worry about at the moment is to make what little journey we have left more leisurely. As you have seen, when you sleep the journey is quicker and less painful.” 

	“You're right, Anais,” Priscilla replied with a faint smile.” I'll close my eyes and dream of the hot bath I'll get when I get to my new home. I'm sure it will soothe all the aches and pains of this arduous journey.” 

	“Well, let's rest and make the time go by,” she said, fluffing the pillows Priscilla had on the seat next to her and, keeping her balance as best she could, placed them on her back.” Close your eyes and dream of that bath...” she whispered softly. 

	As instructed, Lady Appleton closed her eyes, and shortly her breathing began to slow. Anais rested her head on her cushion and looked out the window. 

	The landscape was familiar. However, all the places near the city were similar; huge groves of trees, narrow roads and grandiose buildings built out of sight of possible onlookers. She also tried to close her eyes to rest, but found it impossible to do so. Just as she was about to close them, a huge tree split in two appeared out the window. Without making a sound, Anais stared through the window and watched it as the carriage rumbled away. Her heart skipped a beat and she held her breath. There was no doubt about it, it was the old oak. 

	She looked off into the distance and saw the glow of lights. Anais’ stomach dropped and her hands began to tremble. Memories of the place she once called home flashed in her mind without being able to stop them. With tears in her eyes she sat up properly again. She tried to remain calm and not to wake the young woman with her sobs, but the pain she felt was so strong that she found it difficult to quell her moans. 

	I was returning. 

	She was returning to the city she hated with all her might, where she found only falsehood from those around her. None of those who had beaten their breasts in declaring the friendship they had with the famed Earl of Kingleton had helped the family when they needed it. Anais hated all Londoners so much that she prayed to God no one would recognize her, though it would be impossible for anyone to remember the poor daughter of the Kingletons. During her years in London, she had hardly been seen. Only the family adjoining her residence would be able to ascertain her identity, and she hoped they had gone away like so many others. 

	Suddenly a man’s face and name appeared without warning. Frederick. Anais covered her mouth tightly so as not to scream. No, he wouldn't recognize her either, as luckily she had changed a lot. She was no longer the short, chubby girl she had been then; she had slimmed her figure and, after becoming a woman, managed to surpass her mother's height. There was not much left of the girl left. Except for her hair and the color of her eyes, everything about her had changed. 

	Anais looked up at the roof of the carriage and sighed. She needn't worry about safeguarding her identity; no one would remember her, not even the youth she had loved so much that she couldn't love anyone else. She clasped her hands together on her legs and intertwined her fingers as she remembered him. Again came those feelings that welled up when her mind offered her those past images. He was so gentle, so handsome, so terribly charming... She hadn't forgotten him, who could make the purest love of her life disappear. Even though they had been almost children, she loved him so much that, after all the years that had passed, a small trace of that feeling still lingered. 

	For a long time, Anais had waited for him to keep his promise. Yes, the one where the Cooper's son would open the door to where her father was holding her and release her from her imprisonment…but it didn't happen. Days, weeks, months, even years went by and, just like that, her only hope disappeared. And her father had disposed of her. In fact, her father, like a good scoundrel, decided to give her to Priscilla's family as a servant, and thus obtain enough money to continue squandering until the end of his days. 
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