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    Chapter I




    The carriage advanced tottering over the potholes in the road. Susan felt nauseas and grimaced. She had put in way three days before, and apart a brief night rest in an Inn, the previous night; all this time had spent on board of carriages, covering the route up to reach Mobster’s county, where her cousin Lady Elizabeth Conerwille was residing. At this time, fortunately, they were in the last stage of the trip. An hour before, the coachman of the Countess had gone to fetch her at the station of Posta. And, after embarking their wrenching baggage and helped her to go over the carriage, they put on the way once again.




    As she was entering into the Earl’s properties -the husband of Elizabeth, Susan separated the curtain of the window to look better the fields, well cared and covered by the precious spring green. Everything was speaking about opulence, the crops about to reap, the peasants who were working singing, the horses and the sheep fat and well-cared in appearance. Suddenly, there appeared to her sight the house, constructed at the feet of a hill to protect it from the inclement winter winds. Susan opened her eyes widely. A house..? That massive and impressive construction was a castle, not so big, but a castle at the end! The envy against that lucky kinswoman exploited in her heart, as a virulent sore. The hypocritical one of her cousin had had everything: a privileged infancy, the love of her parents and grandparents, trips, the thinnest dresses and hats. And, also the love of Percival Mills Pennington, duke of Wobster. And, what about she had? Just misery and hunger -even so being her father a Conerwille too.




    Stevens, the youngest of four Conerwille’s brothers, was considered the black sheep of the family. He was not an evil man, just that he did not take life seriously, and lived unconcerned and without thinking very much about the consequences of his deeds. When he felt in love with Emily Brandon, a girl who met at a bad fame tavern, and he married her, he didn’t think about the results of this act. That was the last straw for the family. His father crossed his name out of the testament, and prohibited his relatives any contact with him. Justly Winston, the second son and father of Elizabeth, dared in secrecy the paternal order - keeping correspondence with him and sending money occasionally.




    The infancy of Susan had been sad and miserable. She grew up hating her paternal family, due to what her mother said about them, clamming that his father had been taken away from his heritance with no justice. Indeed, she acknowledged that her mother was really lacking of the class of the aristocracy, she was a rough town-girl that loved drinking; anyway they were married, and the Conerwille did not have any right to exclude them from the family as well as the testament. The oldest brother of Stevens, inheriting the Duchy, refused to overrule the decision of his late father, and he never sought an approaching with his brother, whereas Wilson was still sending money in secret. And, when the two brothers had the infortunateness to die almost at unison -being Susan a girl, she and her mother Emily were homeless. Emily lived in taverns; even though she married to an aristocrat, this did not change her vulgar nature. There was the place where Susan was born, between drunken man and prostitutes.




    Unexpectedly, when she was twelve years old, she received a letter of her cousin Elizabeth, who was three years older that her. Her father had asked her cousin not to break the contact with the unfortunate girl, and in this way both cousins remained in correspondence. Elizabeth, in spite of her good will, was not able to support them, she was just a single girl to marry and receive her share of the inheritance, which passed into the hands of her husband.




    The vehicle stopped at the head of the main entrance, and also her thoughts. She hurried to cover the face with the black veil, since it was corresponding to a respectable widow. As the years went by, in the letters that she was writing to Elizabeth, she had made up a life that nothing had to see with the reality. While she was living in the same way as her mother, living in taverns with bad people, her cousin was thinking that she worked on a hat shop. When she became pregnant -with no certain knowledge of whom was the father, she hurried to write about her false marriage with a captain of the army; then, a sudden widowhood after.




    Two lackeys appeared suddenly near the coach. One hurried to open the door, and while helped her stretching his gloved hand, the other dealt with her suitcase. As descended, Susan tried to maintain the balance, though. It was not easy. Her advanced state of gestation prevented her from moving with the same grace before. Finally, with a sigh of relief, she walked towards the staircase. At the gate, the husband of his cousin awaited her.




    “Susan,” The Earl spread his hands that she, after lifting the veil, took in hers. “It is a pleasure to receive you in our house. Elizabeth asks for your excuses, since you know her condition is delicate, so that she is not able to come to meet you.”




    It was a nice young man, with fine blond hair and sweet grey eyes. Elizabeth wrote in her letters that he had a sensible soul of a poet, well-liked by his tenants and by all those who knew him. He spent many hours in his office writing, and any act of violence disturbed him.




    “Don't worry! I’m aware of what means to have a child in the womb,” she sighed as followed the man into the interior of the mansion.




    “The case of your cousin is different,” he murmured. “Elizabeth has already had three losses. Now the doctor advised a complete rest. I look forward the birth of my heir.”




    “Certainly, this time will be fine. I can’t express my gratefulness for your generosity,” she added, stepping into the flight of stairs toward the top floor, after him. “I was desperate. The death of my husband... then, my pregnancy...”




    She pretended to dry a tear.




    “Susan could not remain insensitive to your problems,” he told, looking at her with compassion. “You will stay here so long as you want, this will be your home, and your son will lack nothing. Now let's enter, my wife is impatient to meet you.”




    Elizabeth, despite her pale countenance, looked like a queen lying on her bed, with long and curly hair and the nightgown adorned with French lace. She received affectionately, and no one could have said that the two women had seen never before. Encouraged by her father, Elizabeth maintained correspondence with her cousin, who was hated by the whole family, and seemed to her to be an unjust treatment from his late uncle, but she could do nothing to change this. About Susan, she knew only what her cousin wrote in her letters. An example of this was that her mother had died of hardship, when, drunk as usual, fell off a ladder, breaking the neck. The aftermath of it was Susan’s finding out about her pregnancy. The three probable fathers laughed at her; and then late to practice an abortion.




    “I am very hurt because all of your disadvantages, cousin. But, now your misfortunes have ended.”




    Susan dried off a tear and nodded.




    “The death of my husband was a hard blow... I remained totally helpless,” she murmured. And she added no more; even though lie was part of her nature, she knew from experience that she could easily become entangled in her own drama with disastrous results. She was going to start a new life, a one of comfort; therefore the less said the better. Elizabeth should think that as she became a widower after had recently married, then the best for her was to shut up and to say as little as possible.




    Later, she met Lady Clarisa, Duchess of Haylter, paternal aunt of the Earl. She was somewhere about forty years old, she was haughty with a penetrating gaze, and Susan was self-conscious in her presence, in fact, she felt by instinct that was an enemy.




    And, Susan was right. At the first opportunity, the Duchess said to his nephew:




    “I do not like this woman, they must be careful with her.”




    “Why do you say that, aunt? Susan is a quiet girl and she is making more comfortable the long rest of my wife, being with her.”




    “You must learn to see beyond the appearances, Percival,” she answered. “Susan avoids looking into the eyes of the speaker, and her mellifluous smile is seen false from far and away. In addition, when she thinks that no one is looking at her, I have found a grin of envy in her face. She does not love Elizabeth, only she is using her, taking advantage of her good heart.”




    “But, what hurt might she do to us?” -he young man insisted. “Besides, I cannot retract myself, aunt. I said to her that she could remain here as long as she wanted. And, how can I throw away being pregnant? My wife would never forgive me.”




    “I just said that you should be careful with her. As long as I am here, I will look after her, but once the baby is born, I will go. Then, you should pay attention to her comportment.”




    May ended pleasantly, while Susan was adapting to the comfortable routine of the castle. She spent long hours accompanying her cousin, who never left the bed, having the same cares that this one from the all inhabitants of the house.




    But, as kindly as her cousin believed in her, the servants were not fooled by her mellow behavior. They murmured behind her back and laughed at her plebeian manners and her strident voice. The least supporting was Lady Clarisa, and even though Susan tried to approach her with the Lady, this always gave a cold shoulder and was distant with her.




    In early October, with the English countryside dyed by a stunning autumn colors, the deliver aches came along, and Susan gave birth a plump child named Alexander, assisted by the doctor and the midwife of her cousin. The name was suggested by Elizabeth, considering it sweet and sounding at the same time. In that way, she would like to named her son, but he will have the name of his father’s grandfather.




    Susan had hated that son considered him a nuisance, but having him in her arms something was stirred in the bottom of her heart.




    From that moment, Susan loved him since she had not loved anyone in the world. Two days after Alexander’s birth, Elizabeth delivered, at the eight month of pregnancy, and the house went into commotion.




    The Countess fought twenty-four hours before her forces succumbed. Finally his son was born, healthy and strong –even though the pregnancy had not come to end; but she did not recover.




    From her bedroom where she rested, Susan heard going and coming of the inhabitants of the castle. Sometimes, some maid took the trouble to bring her news but she felt abandoned, because everyone was now aware of the Countess, and she, after having her moment of glory on giving birth, had passed into the background, which made her rage.




    In the middle of the morning, the own Earl knocked on his door. He was gaunt, pale and with a growing beard. Susan was impressed to see it. Percival had never been with folded clothes on -and ragged as were now.




    “Elizabeth is very bad,” he babbled with his sight lost. “She has a hemorrhage. The doctor said that she will not save. My child cries and my dear wife cannot breastfeed...”




    “Bring him!” she said then. “I give milk.”




    Soon after, the midwife took the newborn, wrapped in lace, to her.




    Christopher Maxwell Pennington, future count of Wobster, initially rejected that strange nipple; but the instinct prevailed and began to suck eagerly then. Soon, the woman was needed in the room of the Countess, since this one was deteriorating.




    Susan remained alone with the small one, thinking over on how unfair was life. The history repeated itself about her and her cousin. One bred in a cradle of gold, and the other living on the leftovers of others. What was the difference between two newborn babies? She asked in rage. There were the child of her cousin and her own, two tiny creatures of delicate skin and closed eyes. Well, her baby had his face more rounded than the one of her cousin, but he was also blond and handsome, even without having the aristocratic traits of the other. The difference was in the range, because while one at birth had already a future assured, she did not know what hardship her young son would face.




    All the babies looked alike at birth.




    An idea began to take shape in his mind. Her child deserved a better life than the one she had had.




    She was scared by her boldness, but she did not have much time to think over. She began to undress the baby. Then, she did the same thing with her son, lying by her side, and a few minutes later, Lady Clarisa went to look for the newborn, and announced tearful the death of the Countess, while she was embracing the child. In spite of her pain, suddenly she became stiff and separated the child of her chest to observe him better. Susan understood that it was a crucial moment. When the other woman, perplexed, opened the mouth to utter something, she pushed the blankets and leapt to her feet, almost shouting:




    “My cousin..! I have to see her. It can’t be that she has died.”




    Under the confused look of the Lady, she clung to the stick of the canopy of the bed and pretended to faint, dropping herself. The result was the foreseen one: the woman left after their doubts about the baby -whatever these were, and hurried to look for help.




    Susan continued nursing the small one a couple of days more, while they were looking for a nurse, but Lady Clarisa, who was busied with the funeral, demanded that a maid was present and never let the child alone with Susan. This thought with relief that the change had gone unnoticed, but it was not like that. A week after the funeral, the Lady came to her room with a serious face. She staring at her seemed to be drilling her inner part.




    “I came to say goodbye,” she said coldly. “I cannot postpone any more my return,” she approached closely to the bed, holding with a hand the folds of her wide skirt.




    “Don’t worry Lady Clarisa, I will take care of him,” Susan blurted out.




    “This is precisely what I fear, leave him with you.”




    The Lady grimaced and said. “I do not like you, Susan. In fact, you never liked me. You do not fool me, under this aspect of self-righteous lurks a being cold and calculating, I am sure about it.”




    Susan came to bed, speechless.




    “But, how you dare!” she began to speak stridently.




    “Don’t you dare raise your voice to me!” The Lady threatened, pointing out with her finger. “You will be a Conerwille, but you represent nothing within this house, now that our beloved Elizabeth is no longer alive. If you were not in quarantined by the deliver, you would have already been thrown from here!”




    The woman pressed her lips and tried to dominate the rage that was upon her. She approached the cradle where the baby slept, and observed him carefully.




    “You changed him, did you not?” her voice quivered with indignation. “That day, I had a feeling having the baby in my arms, but you could turn my attention aside with your feigned faint. The small child is the portrait of my brother Christophe alive, the father of Percival. The same strong-willed chin, grey eyes and eyebrows arch.”




    She turned looking fixedly at Susan, who was trembling. As she stuck to a thought, she dared to put it in words:




    “Do you have evidence that this happened in reality, Lady Clarisa?”




    “I do not have them,” the woman admitted outrageously. “But, I am sure that you did it. You put your son in the place of the real Earl of Wobster.”




    “In that case, you don’t have the means to prove it,” Susan answered daringly.




    “No. But, if you did, a thing that I am sure about, heaven will give me a response,” Lady Clarisa trembled with emotion. “You will end up badly, Susan Conerwille. You do remember my words.”




    “I’ll remember, My Lady. Have a good trip.”




    After throwing a last gaze of contempt, the Lady went out and Susan jumped out of the bed and went to the crib.




    “You will end up badly,” she said word after word, impersonating the other woman, as watched the child waving his closed fits. “Your aunt doesn’t know what she says… I’ve been better off than before, and I will improve my position. She will see!”




     




    Two months later, Percival drunk and unconscious married Susan in the chapel of the rectory. The unexpected wedding outraged relatives and neighbors, but she did not make a fuss over; in fact, she had become a countess-




    Since her arrival, Susan had befriended the vicar and his wife, who regularly visited the Countess, reciting to perfection her role as grief-stricken widow, so that these had no heart to join gossip; on the contrary: they defended her, extolling her Christian virtues.




    Sleep with her husband, when he was lost in the alcohol vapors, made her recall that he was still a man, and it did not cost anything; indeed, she did before with many drunks. But, she was not so fortunate to be pregnant again. Therefore, Susan took other precautions for the future, so she convinced him to add a clause to his will, leaving her as a tutor of the heir in case of that he passed away. A malicious suggested decision, so almost two years after his marriage; the Earl fell down wrongly of the horse and died as a result of the wounds.




    The declaration of the Vicar of the human and Christian virtues of the widow countess was determinant in order to confirm Susan the tutorship of his step-son, so that the relatives of the Count, who contested fiercely the testament, nothing achieved.




    Susan remained absolutely as Lady of the castle and tutor of the child until this came of age. Fortunately, the vast fortune of the Earl was subject to restrictions, and she could not handle it at will. Anyway, she managed to undermine it considerably in the following years, due to her mismanagement.




    As the years went by, the enormous differences between the qualities of Christopher, the future count, and his cousin Alexander became increasingly evident.




    Alexander was living in the castle with his mother, but his companions of games were the children of the peasants. He took further lessons that the teachers gave to his cousin, that he attended them regularly; but on the first opportunity that the child had, he evaded the duties to be with his friends. He asked about everything, from the cycle of harvests until the shape of tanned skin. With his joy and an innate sense of honesty, he earned the goodwill and affection of all who knew him. In their games, he was magnanimous with the vanquished, and generous in his victories. During the summer, he swam like a fish in the river. Nobody won him in any race, and climbed up the trees with the rapidity of a feline. Ultimately, he was brought up with the culture and manners of a nobleman, inculcated by the teachers, the desire to work in any honest person and a fearless and generous heart.




    Christopher grew plump and rosy, contrasting his appearance with the airy thinness of the other. His size proved to be decisive when it comes to learning to stand upright on a horse, fencing and other sports in use among the rulers. The small count, initially followed Alexander in their games, then losing systematically decreased his desire to share with him. On the other hand, his cousin learned quickly lessons and left astonished his teachers of sports, meanwhile the future count cost anything dramatically,




    Alexander was the hero; the leader. Christopher, with his overweight and limited intelligence, was the latecomer and the last one in everything. The sense of inferiority made him develop a great envy towards the other boy, and with time his rancor increased.




    Anyway, he had something that neither his cousin nor the others in town would have: a noble title. He was the Earl, and the others the vassals. Susan had taken charge of crushing it during the course of the years. He was the one who could give the orders and only the power -it was always what he had to remember. And, Christopher did never forget it certainly. When he was to succumb in any race, pulling out of its position, he intimidated his opponent. This power encouraged him once to lift the whip against the other child, and such a thrashing that gave to his cousin that never dared to try again; meanwhile Susan chastised Alexander severely for his presumption.




    One thing has to be told in favor of the woman: She unconditionally defended his step-son. The minister admired this unlimited affection that Susan gave the little orphan. Although, sometimes it was much more than love that she gave to his own son. But, Christopher was benefit for this preference, the constant praises for this that, due to the moment, he found out that she was his mother; so it made him feel strongly and powerfully. Then, this sensation of power led him to submitting a peasant young woman, raping her at the feet of a tree.




    Upon reaching adulthood, Alexander was loved and respected, his cousin was hated and hated.




    




  

    Chapter II




    Alexander sensed as his heart beating soared as he was near the house where Vivian lived.




    “She’s not here,” blurted out his friend Bruce.




    He felt a pang of disappointment for not seeing her outside, but this did not discourage him. He knew that she was about to come, and as soon as he heard the quarters of her horse, Alexander went out with any excuse. Indeed, shortly after the young woman came along at the door with a watering-can in the hands and her cheeks reddened. After her was always her aunt, who would not leave her alone nor for a single minute.




    “I vanish away. I will wait for you at the promontory,” whispered the young man, grinning as took the rides of the horse to make it turn.




    After greeting her, Alexander did not to speak to Vivian anymore -it was not suitable. While the young woman watered the flowers, he exchanged some educated phrases with the matron, as he watched his beloved. Her Irish ancestry was undeniable, her burgundy hair shone under the rays of the sun, and her green eyes sparkled whenever she looked at him. Alexander stroked her with his sight, and the mute girl’s response was explicit.




    Vivian Hodges lived in a cottage on the outskirts of Wobster. He happened to go there and draw his attention some movement in the house, which seemed recently uninhabited. Vivian was in the garden. He liked everything you about the girl: the velvet whiteness of her skin, the long neck that was supporting the head, where the hair was fluttering, her inquisitive eyes and the sweet smile He pulled up his horse, and with an excuse had some words, under the watchful eye of a matron who immediately went out of the house. In his successive visits, this one was who kept the conversation, leaving scarce opportunities to the young people to speak by themselves. Alexander did not forced the situation, and gained her trust, and she told him that the father of Vivian, a Lord, had lost his fortune in London by some unfortunate business, and had moved with their only daughter to this rural area, meanwhile he was searching for the economical means to pay off their debts. By loosen words of the matron and reading between the lines, he understood the situation. Despite her beauty, the young girl had no hope of making a good marriage in London, as she had no dowry. Her father decided to try luck in the province, where some wealthy landowner could marry her and might be willing to pay a lot of money, in order to improve their social position. Finally, did not matter her low rank, she belonged to the nobility ultimately.




    Even without words, the love that was born immediately between the young woman and man was evident. The aunt looked pleased. He had the appearance and manners of a gentleman. Alexander showed himself very respectfully and said nothing than a greeting, as it was ruled. But, on the other hand, he talked to her for a couple of minutes; and of course, without taking his sight off Vivian.




    When Alexander bid his farewell to her, his heart sunk.




    He met with Bruce and challenged him smiling to a career. The flanks of the animal vibrated under his thighs, he slackened further the reins, while he turned smiling to his right to see how far was his friend. Far away, Bruce would never reach him. The wide and white sleeves of his shirt floated, just as his long and blonde hair. With a guffaw, he doubled the bend that would take him to the stables, and when he spied the construction in the distance, pulled the bridles, and, obediently, began to diminish the gallop.




    When his friend arrived, the young man had already dismounted, and was waiting for him with the arm rested on the loin of the horse, panting still for the mad race. He was six feet tall, with muscular and slender body -maintained by outdoor life. A wide smile lit up his face of aristocratic features, where the gray-bluish eyes sparkled with slyness.




    “You can never beat me, Bruce! When are you going to quit trying it?”




    “You’re a damned bastard,” blurted out the other, as jumped out of the horse. The laughter of Alexander covered the litany of insults that his friend threw him, which fell on deaf ears, as their friendship was above any competition.




    Being brave, generous and great worker, Alexander was gaining immediately fondness and respect of all. He was always received with joy, and more than one neighboring landowner was willing to grant to him the hand of his daughter; in spite of that he did not have personal fortune. But, Alexander’s heart only throbbed when he met Vivian.
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