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	Dear reader, I want to explain to you that the Dukedom of Rutland exists, though I believe no one has been named William until now. I also want to share that Haddon Hall is real and is located in Derbyshire County. Everything else is a product of my own imagination. Now I’ve shared this, I hope you enjoy reading what the following pages hold. 

	Best, Dama Beltrán

	 


 

	For Almudena with lots of love. Thank you for everything

	 


 

	“Love can do everything, healing it all, transforming it all.”

	Dama Beltrán
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	London, 1865. The Reform Gentlemen’s Club.

	“I defy you, Sir!”

	The night before, a short man, a little bit overweight and dressed in an immaculate garnet suit, threw a glove over the table on which they played a game, which by the way, he was winning. William raised his dark eyebrows and looked who was challenging him, with some disbelief. Would the poor wretch have noticed that if he got up from his seat, he would be smaller than William by a foot?  

	“For whose honor?” William asked, redirecting his pupils to the cards and holding the cigar in his lips. These duels were so common that they no longer caused any alteration.

	“For my wife's honor, Lady Juliette Blatte,” answered the man, full of anger. Was he supposed to die of embarrassment and pain after being informed about the infidelity of his beloved wife? The challenge did not seem to affect him. As if the dishonorable act wasn't so serious. 

	“Juliette?” 

	The familiarity with which the future Duke of Rutland talked about his wife made his body vibrate with desperation and the intensity of his fury. 

	William, without taking his eyes from the cards he had in his left hand, frowned and with his other hand touched the scanty beard that covered his face. That morning he decided not to shave and, at that moment, he regretted the decision as a simple caress turned into something painful. 

	“She told me she became a widow more than a year ago,” he resumed with a calm and uninterested voice to continue the conversation.

	“Are you accusing her of being a liar?” The dishonored cheeks were filled with an intense red blush. 

	The man even stood on his toes to try, in vain, to capture the attention of his wife's lover. But no one did anything, neither William nor the other players. The anger that had him there was unimaginable, as he watched the next Duke of Rutland resume playing with a tranquil pose, all the while claiming that he had slept with his wife after being deceived. It provoked such dementia that he was about to pounce and hit him hard. 

	“I think that your beloved Juliette has lied to us both,” said William after being silent for some minutes. “The duel should be directed towards her. But if you allow me some advice, before facing a possible death, I would take your wife and ask her directly. Men like us, we cannot be deceived. Especially right now, gentlemen, I am extremely distressed…” he commented with mockery and without raising his voice.

	He took another deep drag of the cigar and, after taking a breath, waiting for the unfortunate man to be reasonable and to leave with his head down, still breathing. 

	“Tomorrow, in Hyde Park, at dawn. I’ll bring my witnesses and a doctor; you can bring whomever you want.” The man clicked his heels, turned and bowed slightly to say goodbye to those present before leaving. 

	For a while, the silence was reigning in that place. William kept focused on the hand he was about to win. He smiled and the cigar smoke left his mouth, imitating the chimney on the roof of his home. No one wanted to say anything about the scene they just witnessed, maybe because it was too common on Fridays of that month. Several outraged husbands had interrupted in the club when finding out that the future Duke of Rutland was in the room. 

	“Gentlemen…” he said at last after laying down the cards over the table and revealing his last hand, “you can say goodbye to your money.”

	“That’s incredible!” Frederick Cooper, one of William’s best friends and Baron Sheriton, exclaimed. “How can you be so lucky?”

	“Our dear Manners plucks our pockets and seduces desolate wives, are we crazy for keeping his friendship?” Roger Bennett, who someday would take the title of Marquis of Riderland, spoke in his typical sarcastic tone as he reclined in his seat and took a sip of brandy. 

	“Luck is always with me, she’s my only wife,” answered William placing the coins on his side of the table and smiling with satisfaction. 

	A little later, the other players departed, leaving the three gentlemen alone in the room. 

	“However, my friend, it might change someday and it will be me with the cheeky smile on my face,” continued the mocking Roger. 

	“You can’t mock a man with his life at stake. If you are my friend, you’re going to wish that luck stays, at least, for some more hours by my side,” William replied with sarcasm and without a comical attitude on his face. 

	William got up from his seat and walked towards the hat stand to pick up his hat and cape. Frederick and Roger followed him. In some hours they would witness another unavoidable madness. They had barely recovered from the exaltation the last duel caused, and they were already suffering the agony of this one.

	“That woman…” said William thoughtful as they walked along the calm street that led to Southwark.

	“Who, Lady Blatte?” inquired Frederick raising the cane until it touched the brim of his hat.

	“I swear by my honor that she told me she wasn’t married. I asked her more than a thousand times…” he breathed deeply and then exhaled slowly. “Every time I visited her, I looked into her eyes and asked her about her husband. She answered always the same thing: ‘Your Grace, you have a bad memory, I am a widow’, she commented with arrogance.” He looked up from the street and exclaimed, “Women!”

	“Yes, Rutland, women,” Roger intervened with a mocking voice. “But you’re talking about a woman who has been born with a body worth a duel.”

	“In that you’re right. Lady Blatte is a goddess,” commented William with words full of lust. “She has beautiful breasts… Her thighs are always warm and when she welcomed me inside…”

	“Stop!” interrupted Frederick. “Don’t you remember what it is to be a gentleman?”

	“Don’t get irritable, Frederick. You must understand that I need to remember the woman’s body for whom I’m going to die for tomorrow…” He commented between chuckles. William’s black eyes looked up at the sky. It was a night full of stars, unusual in London. 

	“Speaking about death… Did you hear about the tragic ending of the Baron Lowell’s daughter?” asked Roger, making them stop in the middle of their walk. Not receiving any answer from his companions, he continued. “In the end, the girl decided to end her tormented life. This morning it was the only topic of conversation I’ve heard in all of Richmond.”

	“Didn’t the Baron visit your house for an audience some days ago?” 

	Frederick idolized his friend as they had grown up together, but he used his privilege to chastise his Grace by not adopting the position he should have in society. In his thirties, he was still the same libertine: the same senseless, carefree reveler he had been in his twenties.

	“Yes,” William answered with a firm tone. He lowered his head slightly and continued walking. 

	The news caught him by surprise and, although he would never admit it, he felt pain for the family. They had suffered greatly since what happened to the young woman and perhaps, with her death, they would rest peacefully at last. 

	“The Baron visited you?” Roger continued behind William and raised his eyebrows, puzzled. “What did that poor man want from you?”

	“He thought that, if he used my position, he could clarify his daughter’s case…” he answered without showing any sign of guilt that, on the other hand, he wasn’t able to feel. 

	“What did he want?” Roger, motivated by curiosity, continued interrogating him.

	“As you all know, the Baron’s daughter was supposed to be presented to society two years ago, when she turned eighteen, but the young girl was always ill for the social season.” 

	“As far as I know, such illnesses were made up. Rumor has it that the girl didn’t want to come to London as she enjoyed a quiet and peaceful life in the countryside,” added Frederick. 

	“When she was presented as she deserved,” resumed explaining William after agreeing with Cooper’s affirmation with a slight nod, “at the last party that our lovely Lady Baithlarin gave in her Marylebone residence, no man managed to make the young woman fall in love. From what I heard; she was one of the most beautiful ladies of the season. But even though she received many marriage proposals, she rejected each and every one of them. Of course, before the unhappy situation, the Baron and the Baroness decided to return home and grow accustomed to the idea of having a future spinster under their roof. But…”

	“But?” Roger listened enthusiastically to his words, and wondered how a young lady who lived comfortably and who didn’t lack marriage proposals could end a prosperous life. 

	“As far as I know, the girl was dishonored just before abandoning the party,” continued William. “The girl’s family maintains that the Earl of Coneywood abused her. According to him, with whom I had the opportunity to speak some nights ago in the Club during an intense card game, the girl was offering herself the entire evening until she got what she wanted. Coneywood warned her that he had a wife and that he could only grant her the position of a mistress. As she was not interested in the idea, the disgraced girl started whispering that she was taken against her will.” 

	“And of course, after the scandal broke and she did not achieving her purpose, the best option was to disappear forever…” faltered Roger. 

	“Well, none of us will ever understand what women hide in their heads. Though if that aspiring harpy didn’t get what she wanted and understood it was an unerasable stain in her family, the most logical thing was to do the right thing: commit suicide,” argument William, without showing any sensibility in his words. 

	“Manners! How can you be so cold? What if she was truly assaulted? Have you ever considered that possibility?” Frederick was so upset that William wondered if his friend had been one of those who had proposed to her and was rejected. 

	For a few moments, the future Duke tried remembering the young girl but didn’t recall much: she was a young, small brunette with some nice curves. He was unable to describe either how she was dressed or her eye color. He smiled to himself when remembering that most of the time during that party, she was chasing the skirt of a supposed widow who wished manly warmth – and he recalled the satisfaction that they found hidden behind the curtains of some window in the house of Lady Baithlarin. 

	“I trust the word of a gentleman like Coneywood,” he said bluntly. “Women, as you have seen through the time, we’ve been friends, cause trouble and a terrible headache. Look at Lady Juliette, she swore that she wasn’t married, that she buried her husband last year and… Have you seen a ghost throwing the glove? Do not feel pity for them, my friend, they are the other part of the world. They were created only and exclusively to provide us with pleasure…” he smiled broadly. 

	“Someday, William Manners, future Duke of Rutland, you’ll fall in love, and that woman will make you pay for all the evil you’ve done to your lovers and their husbands,” snapped Frederick with a defiant tone. 

	“Fall in love? Never!” he shot back after throwing his arm over his friend’s shoulder and squeezing it hard.  “What will all these damsels do if this future Duke got married? What will happen to those parents who, with so much kindness, offer me their beautiful and lovely daughters to make them my Duchess? No, my friend, I can’t turn all that down. I owe myself to them…” 

	Frederick threw an insult as Roger and William who couldn’t stop laughing. 
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	Six hours later after resting in his Southwark residence, William, perfectly dressed for the occasion, appeared in Hyde Park. After taking a quick look around to make sure that the duel was not a hoax to be arrested, he distinguished among the small crowd his two friends’ figures. With firm steps, he approached them. 

	“You look bored,” he said as a greeting. 

	“Your duels aren’t interesting anymore. Everyone knows how they end,” answered Roger taking the cape the new arrival offered him. 

	“And, how will it end?” He raised his eyebrows and looked him in the eye. 

	“You’ll count the steps, you’ll turn and, just as your challenger shoots, we’ll see that he has been a victim of his nerves. So, you’ll raise the gun and you’ll shoot in the air. Your friends, we all know that deep inside you’re a good person and that you feel sorry for your adversary. I imagine that the husband’s suffering after he discovered the affair is more than enough. Am I wrong?” Roger raised his brows and smiled, just as William did. 

	“I hope it’s that way…” intervened Frederick. Both gentlemen turned towards him and observed him with interest. “Until now you’ve been defied by men who didn’t really care about the offense and were content with recovering their honor. However, Lord Blatte is a good shooter and seems to need your blood to restore his dignity.” 

	“Gentleman…” They were interrupted by one of the patrons of the opponent. “Lord Blatte has chosen his weapon. It will be the pistols, ten steps away and… to death.”

	“To death!” exclaimed Roger, amazed. “We can’t allow this madness! I think that I should talk with this aspiring circus clown before…”

	“It doesn’t matter,” interrupted William, ignoring his alarmed friend and the seriousness of the affair, “he’s allowed to choose the way in which his honor will be restored.”

	“Good, so when you are ready, we will begin,” added the envoy.

	The three remained in silence for a few minutes. They seemed to be reflecting about the existing possibilities of getting out alive after this new information. When William was called forward, he looked at his friends, smiled, and walked towards the place where Lord Blatte, dressed in a white shirt and breeches which were too tight, was waiting for him with eyes filled with blood. 

	“Sir…” William greeted him with a courtesy, but didn’t even look at him. 

	“When you are ready, count to ten, turn around and may God protect you,” indicated the witness looking at both men. 

	William felt his opponent's back against his waist. He laughed, noticing he was so small and with such a large stomach. While counting his steps he remembered Juliette under his body. He saw once again her great breasts moving up and down as she rode his manhood. He would have loved to see her messy hair after they made love, and how she welcomed the huge and hard phallus in her mouth. Instead of focusing on what was happening, he thought that when Lord Blatte was absent again, he would pay a visit to the harlot to recriminate the deception and make her pay for her indecent acts.

	Suddenly he heard someone say ten... He turned with bewilderment and looked at his friends, who opened their eyes wide as they looked at Lord Blatte; he did the same. He was curious to know how that little man would act, and the face he would pull after the shot failed. He smiled when he heard the echo of the shot. Then, a great darkness surrounded him and he noticed how his body collapsed to the ground, making his head bounce a couple of times on something quite hard. 

	 


I

	[image: Image]

	 

	London, six months later…

	 

	The valet was dressing William while he stood stiff and frowning. He didn’t like depending on anyone to perform such a simple task. Before the challenge, the servant was in charge of preparing his clothes, placing them on his bed, and waiting for his decision to be echoed by the Duke. But, the sequence of duels made him a dependent being. He had clung to the belief that after a few months, his body would be the same as before, but it wasn’t like that. The severity of his injuries was such that he had to thank God for being able to continue to breathe. 

	Without smoothing his forehead, he thought about fate and all the moves it could reserve for him, while the servant put his shirt on and fastened the buttons; definitely, this ordeal was the worst he had suffered and would suffer for the rest of his life. His amorous escapades had been avenged by someone who did not rise more than five feet from the ground. Why didn’t he turn right to avoid the terrible impact? If instead of thinking of the pleasure given to him by Juliette’s body and the sentence, he would receive for revealing the secret, he would have been more focused on the direction of the projectile; today he would still be the same William as always. But he wasn’t. There was nothing left of the person he used to be. Now he was infirm, a man who found it impossible to move his left hand and whose incapacity had soured his affable character to become a sullen and despicable being.

	“Your Grace…” The boy stared at the ground and bowed before leaving him alone. 

	The Duke walked, holding on to his cane, towards the window. Another rainy day was dawning and, like previous days, he couldn’t leave the mansion. That caused him more anger than necessary. It was not the same to spend the hardships enclosed between four walls than breathing air from outside. He rested his forehead on the wooden frame and sighed. He deserved it. The state he was in was the result of the stormy life he had led, and now he had to cope with it with pride. With great effort, he managed to get to the door. The delicious scent of breakfast made his stomach roar and, without a word, he came down the stairs, a feat that three months ago had been difficult for him to carry out on his own. He reached the breakfast room and waited until one of the servants pulled his chair away, sat, and settled down to start the hearty breakfast on the table.

	“Your Grace...” The butler approach and, after a brief bow, continued. “Frederick Cooper, Baron Sheriton, has just arrived and wants to speak with you.”

	Frederick, one of his best friends who had not yet broken his friendship with him, had visited him daily during his convalescence. It was the same man who warned him, on various occasions, that the course of the life he had decided on wasn’t appropriate for a Duke and that he should change his attitude before it was too late…

	William had laughed at him; he had mocked his incessant speeches about duty and loyalty to the title that would be granted to him by birth. But in spite of the ridicule and satirical comments, Frederick continued by his side as if the past hadn’t happened. 

	“Invite him to come in...” he said quietly. 

	When did his voice stop showing the personality of a man with character? Since when had his tone disappeared so much? Maybe since he discovered, one morning in front of the mirror, that William Manners had turned into a monster with whom to scare restless children. Because, even when everyone around him offered him words of comfort, he looked shapeless and useless. How could he bear the weight of such a respectable title when he couldn’t respect himself? 

	He took the cup of coffee to his lips with his healthy hand and drank, after blowing the liquid a little bit, taking a good sip. He heard the butler inform his friend that he was always welcome and after finishing the conversation, his steps towards the dining room. Before Frederick opened the door and showed himself with a peculiar smile, William had his gaze nailed in the direction he would appear. 

	“Good morning, dear Rutland, how are you this awful morning?” Frederick walked towards him and, when realizing that he wasn’t able to greet him with a handshake, as he was using his useful hand, he grabbed a chair, moved it out of the way, and sat by his side. 

	“With a terrible humor…” William muttered angrily. 

	“It usually happens when winter is about to end. As much as we want to avoid it, our character sours,” he continued, showing a slight but gentle smile.

	“To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit, Sheriton?” He growled as if his entire body was in pain.

	“Aren’t you happy to see me?” Frederick answered. 

	“You know what I mean. What has happened for you to be in my home before noon?” He took another drink of his coffee without looking away from his friend.

	“Your cunning has not diminished a bit, has it?” He let out a small laugh. After watching William putting the cup back on the saucer and lifting the food that had been prepared for him to his mouth, Frederick continued, “I wanted to give you some news before the rumors start.”

	“What news?” William asked raising his eyebrows.

	“I’ve asked Lady Caroline to marry me,” Frederick revealed.

	“Marriage?” He raised his left eyebrow, abruptly dropping the fork over the table and reclining in his seat. “Are you serious? Are you really coming to inform me, before having a full stomach, that you’ve decided to get married?” He opened his eyes so wide that Frederick finally saw their color.

	“It’s love, Rutland, and even if it seems like a lie, Caroline loves me as much as I love her,” he said without showing any resentment because of his friend’s scathing comment. 

	Frederick didn’t expect to be congratulated. Not by William. He would avoid nefarious arguments about the life he would suffer once his fiancée had the engagement ring in her possession.

	“I’ve decided that,” continued Frederick, clutching his hands as he intended to begin praying, “I will return to Hamilton after the nuptials. That will be the right place to start building a respectable family.”

	“So…” William narrowed his dark eyes and fixed them on his friend. 

	He noticed his friend’s breath was agitated, nervous. Those signs of worry and uncertainty appeared on the young Frederick without him wishing them. The Duke cleared his throat. He had thought deeply, while his friend shared the infinite love that the couple had for each other, and discovered the real reason why Frederick made such an important decision.

	“So…” repeated the Duke. “She’s with child and you need to get away from London so that the real reason for this rushed marriage isn’t discovered, right?”

	“Oh my God, Rutland!” exclaimed Frederick pushing the seat back and rising quickly.

	William stiffened, not knowing what to say. Despite being arrogant, a cold and unsocial man, his mind was tremendously prodigious and he deduced something that nobody had imagined until then. But he would not disclose it; the bond between them surpassed any blood link, and he could not confess that he was right. 

	“Quiet, you know that nothing will come out of my mouth that could harm you,” he continued, frowning as he watched Frederick’s growing tension. 

	“I hope that you haven’t forgotten what it means to be a gentleman.” Frederick’s fists were clenched. The words sprang from him in a tone full of threats. 

	But… What danger could a person who lived as a prisoner of his own bad decisions be to him? After such reflection, Frederick grew angry with himself. He wasn’t like that. He never wished evil for anyone, much less for William. However, his affable nature had changed since his future wife told him that she was expecting his son and they should get married. Maybe all that anger, that rage that emanated from his body was due to one thing: he would have to abandon the search for his beloved Anaïs Price and by doing it, forget her.

	“There are values which never change,” answered William, responding to the smallest attack. 

	“I’m not so sure about that. You’ve isolated yourself from the world. You barely see your friends; you hide between these walls and you have not received any visits for more than three months. Do you think that this kind of life leaves no dent in the mind of the most rational gentleman?”

	The Duke watched him closely. Frederick still had his fists clenched, but he wasn’t able to look at him in the eye to release the venom he must have felt after uncovering his little secret. 

	“It is the best place for a monster to live, don’t you think?”

	“Monster? That’s how the Duke of Rutland considers himself? You disappoint me, William, I thought you had more guts…”

	Frederick looked at him closely. Truly, William was partly right. Where there had been a graceful gentleman in the past, now there was a man with horrid scars on his face. In addition to those changes, the Duke was infirm from a hand injury due to an inappropriate medical intervention. 

	Frederick sighed lightly and meditated about the last social season. His friend had left earlier than usual, leaving Lady Baithlarin devastated by the sudden absence of such an important man. He supposed that such a decision was due to the immense pressure William was suffering after the death of his father and taking possession of the title. However, the flight to his Southwark residence had another reason: disappearing. He would hate to see the look of horror the young ladies showed when their parents presented them to the new Duke. Before he receiving sinful smiles and hungry eyes at the possibility of being under the slender and strong figure, now he received only repulsion. What a drastic ending for a man that believed he owned all the enchanting charms!

	“Guts? I lost them all after I was shot,” he answered in a hallowed tone, without enthusiasm to Frederick’s allusion. Faced with this attack, the anger he was used to was rising. The time had come to dispel him, and the best way was to attack with what only the three of them knew… “Getting back to the reason of your visit...”

	“Like I’ve told you before, I’ve made a firm decision about it. The Baroness Sheriton will be very happy in Hamilton.”

	“I don’t doubt that. I’m sure you’ll be really happy with the child she’s giving you and I imagine you’ll be the most wonderful father in the world. I also suppose that the wish you’ve had for some years will be abandoned. Am I right?”

	“Yes,” Frederick answered, ignoring the irony of his statement. “Everything will be in the past and, of course, I’ll focus myself on being a family man.” The visit was going to end. Frederick wanted to leave and get away before he mentioned his beloved Anaïs. He had cried enough for her. He needed to start a new life, one which his childhood sweetheart wasn’t a part of. He stretched out his arm, reached out his hand for his friend to take it, and said, “We’ll see each other at another time. Maybe when you’ve recovered your smile.”

	“Before you go…” William held on tightly to Frederick’s hand and looked into his eyes, “I would like to ask you one last question, if Baron Sheriton allows me, of course.”

	“Of course.”

	“I’m wondering... What kind of man are you to forget the great love of your life and marry a woman who carries in her womb the son of another man?” William spoke at the same time as he let go of the handshake.

	Frederick, astonished and surprised by William’s cunning, took a few steps back, bowed slightly, and walked away with a firm step. It was ridiculous to answer him. He didn’t have to explain anything to a man who had discovered the reason why he left his past behind. 

	William remained quiet, pondering for a long time. Frederick’s decision at the social level was the most correct if he really loved the woman. But he knew that all of this was false. In his eyes, he could appreciate the sadness he felt inside for having to let go of his beloved Anaïs. Why was God so unfair to such a kind man? Why did nobody know about her for so many years? Was she really dead, as he was informed? Would a desperate father risk the life of his only daughter? After all his experience, William found nothing strange. However, he could not make his friend’s affliction disappear. 

	“Do you wish to be assisted towards the library, your Grace?” Stone’s question woke him from the mental lethargy. 

	“No. Prepare everything you need to leave this miserable city. Tomorrow, at dawn, we will leave for Haddon Hall,” he said firmly. 

	 


II

	[image: Image]

	 

	 

	He had traveled for four endless days including the nights, sleeping in miserable and smelly inns, but, finally, that horrendous journey was almost over. 

	He was coming home. 

	The immense grove greeted him with gentle movements of the leaves. William poked his head out the carriage’s window and observed the solemnity of great and high walls of the mansion. It was, without a doubt, the best place to hide for the rest of his life. A fortress in which he could spend entire days walking through endless corridors and rooms. He moved his upper lip, trying to draw a smile, though it was a long time since he moved his muscles for that, and it was impossible to make it as it should be. Even though he had failed at smiling, William felt happy to be back at his childhood home. 

	He remembered the adventures that his brother and him had lived as children. If his mind didn’t fail him, both had irritated even the most patient servant in the world. Then, over time, those who ran after them so they would not end up hurting themselves had become the only people he trusted.

	William looked around again. It had been ten years since he had decided to leave Haddon Hall to devote himself to the enjoyment of London life, and nothing had changed; in Derbyshire time seemed to stop.

	The driver slowed down when he reached the main garden. With his head resting on the carriage pad, he could see the fountain. It was the source of his first bet and his first loss. He didn’t have to challenge Laurence to jump, the odds of him losing were low; however, he needed to prove himself. He needed stimulation, emotion and endless feelings that he later found between the legs of his lovers. 

	William closed his eyes. The word “lovers” had become a synonym of monstrosity, since, due to one of their mouths, he had a disfigured face and an inert hand. 

	Suddenly he wondered how the servants would act upon his arrival. It would be quite an impact, remembering the handsome man who had left and receiving him back as a monster. He hoped that Stone, his loyal butler, would have told them what had happened and indicated the best way to act whenever he was present: not looking at his face, just serving and keeping their eyes on the ground. Suddenly, a terrible pain came over his head. He felt the pulse of his heart in his temples. Was he nervous? Was the Duke of Rutland starting to feel anxious about the future? 

	He had not answered himself when the carriage door opened and someone held out a hand to ease the descent. So far, he hadn’t needed it: his habit was for him to hold onto the door with his good hand and come down slowly. But after four days traveling, sleeping badly, with fatigue and even a terrible diet, that help was necessary. After the hard feat, he released the hand and continued by himself. 

	When he looked up at the main entrance, he noticed all the servants had come out to greet him and were staring at the ground. Clearly, Stone had talked to them.

	“Milord…” The butler placed himself subtly behind his back and began to inform him. “Your bedchamber is ready for you to rest. I imagine that after the journey you’ll need some refreshing, so I’ve ordered your chamber assistant to wait for you. The servants have prepared you a hot bath.” 

	“Thank you, Stone,” he said with a soft tone.

	“You don’t have to thank me, your Grace. It’s an honor to be working for you.” Stone, without retiring from his master even a foot, walked steadily alongside him, waiting for his master to gather his strength to go up the stairs. 

	But he didn’t need it. The Duke of Rutland walked proudly to the inside of the house greeting his servants with a gentle incline of his head. 

	“I must say that in the library table you have received some invitations. Though I’ve announced that you wish to rest for a season before filling Haddon Hall with guests, everybody wants to meet and talk with you.”

	The Duke made a slight guttural sound and the servant understood that this effort was more than he could bear. He tried reaching out to his Grace’s limp arm to ease the effort, but he denied it. William was haughty enough not to show himself weak to those under his orders. 

	As reported by Stone, when he accessed his chamber the assistant was patiently waiting for him. After closing the door, the boy bowed and asked permission to undress him. William accepted quickly. He wanted to dive into the bathtub as soon as possible. He needed to get his tired body into the hot water and have it calm the ailments that lashed him without mercy. 

	“May I help you with anything else, Your Grace?” inquired the boy as he finished his task with great ability. 

	“Tell Stone to come up, I need to speak to him,” commented the Duke. 

	The boy rushed to the door and before William could breathe, Stone appeared in the middle of the room.

	“Isn’t everything as you wish, Your Grace?”

	“Everything is perfect, thank you. I’ve called you because I need to ask you for a favor. I need you to seek, as soon as possible, a courtesan able to hold sporadic meetings with me,” he ordered without looking at him. He moved his legs slowly, letting them get used to the heat of the bathtub, to the tranquility of a serene and peaceful environment.

	“With the same wage, Your Grace?”

	“With the same wage…” he repeated. 

	“Any special requests?” His servant wanted to know. 

	In London, the Duke looked for a long time for a mistress who looked physically like Lady Juliette. He couldn’t find a perfect replica but a young woman had similar characteristics. She satisfied him until he had to leave. Of course, she was given the choice: she could travel to Haddon Hall to continue her trade, or on the other hand, she could decline to the invitation. The woman, claiming that her mother was ill, decided not to continue. It saddened the Duke because…how could he find another needle in a haystack? 

	“You already know the requirements,” he said hoarsely. 

	“Of course. Do you wish me to inform your chamber assistant that he can access your room?”

	“No, tell him to stay behind the door and that I’ll call him whenever I need.”

	“As you wish…” the butler said before leaving.

	William looked around him. He was in his father’s bedchamber, the previous Duke of Rutland’s sanctuary, the only forbidden place of Haddon Hall when he was a child. Both brothers were enthusiastic when their father appeared at their home, and they just thought of waking him with laughter and conversation about the thousands of stories that happened in his absence. But with time they discovered that the Duke didn’t come back to spend time with his children, but to warm the bed with a legion of lovers. 

	William frowned. He hated with all of his heart his father’s attitude, as much as it was ironic that he had become the perfect replica. What was the first thing he ordered Stone upon arrival? A lover. A woman who satiated him sexually, without scruples, and eager to fill her pockets with coins. 
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	William only enjoyed two days of solitude to rest before the first snoopers appeared. The Reverend Brace and his wife were a young couple who had received the living in Derbyshire after his father’s death, the previous vicar of the area. When they entered the main hall, the place where he would be receiving all of his guests, William apologized for not giving them the appropriate welcome. 

	“Do not worry, Your Grace, we’ve been informed of your infirmities,” explained the Reverend with a smile. 

	The Duke wished he could make the smile disappear, punching him with his fist if he could. 

	“You’ve come to the best place to rest.” Mrs. Brace, with a soft and harmonious voice, interjected in the conversation to save the inopportune words of her husband. 

	“I do hope so,” commented the Duke with a slight smile, “as I remember, Derbyshire is a quiet and peaceful place.”

	“The people who live here are peaceful people, we do not like scandals or try to stand out more than what our station can offer us.”

	“However, we have suffered some embarrassments.” Again, the lovely lady was trying to save the unfortunate reflection of her husband. “Are you coming to church, your Grace? It’s beautiful and on Sunday it is overflowing with believers.”

	“As soon as I am strong enough to go out, I’ll be happy to admire it,” answered William with an unusual gentleness. How long had it been since he had liked a woman? A long time must have gone by, at least; an eternity had to have gone by, because why did he find the Reverend’s voluminous wife attractive?

	“Have any of our neighbors already paid you a visit?” asked the impertinent man before sipping his cup of tea. 

	“You are the first. My butler has informed me of the mountain of invitations that I’ve received, but I’m afraid that until I can get up to date with the accounting of Haddon Hall, I won’t be able to attend any.” 

	Did it sound like an excuse? William hoped it did, as he didn’t want to have to explain anything to the vicar; that it was none of his business the number of invitations he had received or whether he would ever accept them. 

	“He must rest, Joshua. Your Grace has had a long journey and he wishes to settle in this wonderful place for the rest of his life, he has plenty of time to go whenever he’s required,” she smiled.

	Was a simple gesture really being interpreted as a feminine flirtation? Was he really not able to keep his eyes off of the reverend’s wife’s breasts? The Duke tried to keep calm and stop thinking about pleasure. That night, whenever he could speak to Stone, he would ask him to forget about the requirement that he’d requested for the courtesan and to employ the first one who’d like the payment. 

	“It’s getting late for us, Lydia,” said the Reverend looking at his wife tenderly, “Milord…” He rose and bowed. “We’ll come back some other time if you wish.”

	“Of course, you’re always welcome.”

	Lydia, as Reverend Brace had called her, stepped towards the Duke, curtsied, and holding tightly to her husband’s arm, walked out of the room. 

	Some minutes later, Stone appeared. That man seemed to read his mind. 

	“Have you got the courtesan?” William asked in a bad mood, avoiding the butler attempt to start a conversation to distract him from his real purpose. 

	“Of course, your Grace. She’ll start working when you require,” explained the butler with some concern. 

	It was true that the young woman had quickly accepted her new task, but he wasn’t really sure she would do it correctly. She didn’t seem to be an experienced woman, as much as she insisted otherwise. 

	“Well, let’s not make her wait. Inform her that tonight I’ll try her services.” William rose vigorously and walked anxiously towards the dining room. It was the first time in a very long time that he wished that night to arrive quickly. 

	Right after dinner, which lasted half the usual time, William decided to cool off. He wanted to clean for his new mistress. Being injured or unable to do certain things when it came to lovemaking didn’t mean he had to behave like a beggar. He had never been like that and never would be. 

	William hated listening to the conversation of certain men who called themselves “gentlemen”, who bragged of their experiences with prostitutes they found on the streets. He had never needed to go to such unpleasant measures. Just thinking about it made him sick. Right in the middle of the street? Without being clean? Just like animals? No, he didn’t belong to that type of man. 

	He didn’t doubt Stone had taken her to one of the estate’s chambers, offering her a good hot bath and would have her prepared for the evening. While his assistant placed his night things, he thought about what the woman would be like. Tall? With slim legs? He loved that type of women, maybe because he has a considerable height to harbor a woman in the safety of his body. 

	William frowned. In that moment, instead of thinking of the woman who would come into his bedchamber to give him pleasure, he remembered once again Juliette’s husband. He underestimated him for being short, he had laughed at him and even thought he would make a good clown for those circuses that visited the city. Although it turned, in spite of himself, that this little man had caused the biggest disaster in his life. Yes, this conclusion strongly reinforced the desire of having a tall, very tall woman by his side. 

	He walked around the room for some minutes, anxious for the imminent arrival. William looked around quickly. There was too much light for his taste. Maybe he should snuff some candles and leave a more intimate space. The woman from London knew from the beginning what she would find when entering the bedchamber; the newspaper The Guardian had been in charge of printing a cartoon of his face, before and after. ‘The fatality of a promiscuous life’ was the title of the article. However, in Derbyshire, news was spread by its inhabitants. He assumed that, except for those who were away from their homes, they already had some knowledge of the new face of the Duke of Rutland. He had no doubt the Reverend had taken care of that. 

	He looked the lit candles again and decided to snuff some of them. It seemed to him that the best way to begin a special relationship was with the intimacy of darkness. Then he grew close to the bed and sat on it, waiting for her. His hand was shaking and his heart was rushing out of control. Angry for not being able to calm his anxiety, he scolded himself loudly. 

	“Enough! Control your excitement! It’s not like you’re going to meet your future wife!” William ended the short but loud monologue when he heard a soft noise at the door. If previously his heart was agitated, now it had stopped completely. 

	“You may come in,” he said with an apparently serene tone. 

	A small figure appeared in the darkness. William frowned when he saw that Stone did not find a tall concubine. The woman had loose hair covering a great part of her face and her shoulders. At that moment he scolded himself for creating too much darkness as he couldn’t distinguish the girl’s features. Though if she was good at her work, what did it matter what her face was like? 

	“Come close,” whispered the Duke, extending his right hand towards her. 

	The woman walked towards the bed and looked at him. At that moment her eyebrows raised a few millimeters and William understood that she was surprised. 

	“I don’t think I need to explain why you are here, right?” She nodded. “Don’t hide in your heart the possibility that between us there will be an affectionate relationship, I just want pleasure.” William’s tone grew hard. Why had he gotten angry so fast? 

	“Just pleasure…your Grace,” murmured the woman without trying to stare at his face. 

	As if she were in a hurry to give what was required in these kinds of encounters, the girl removed her clothes and stood in front of the Duke, naked. She took a few small steps until his hand could reach a breast. 

	“Make me want you. Feign some interest and earn the wage you’ll get when you leave,” William continued with a hard, firm and even insolent tone. 

	But… What did he want? Did he want her to throw herself over his arms and kiss those terrible scars? She had been so shocked when she saw him that she didn’t even know how to act. The woman got on her knees in front of the man. She raised softly the bed clothes and with her mouth searched for his manhood.

	William couldn't describe what it was, but he did notice his body rejecting her as well as being attracted to her. Confused, irritated by such disparate feelings, he leaned over to the girl as she began to move, and grabbed her with his good hand.

	“Your Grace?” She asked puzzled, lifting her face.

	"How many times have you been with a man?" he asked, squinting so he could see her better, but he couldn't because he himself had insisted on having darkness.

	"I… I… no…"

	"One? A thousand? It's a very simple question to answer,” he grumbled.

	"I have never done this, my lord," the woman replied in a strangled voice.

	"Why do you do this?"

	"Because I need to survive," she answered calmly.

	William hated himself more than ever in his life. The revulsion towards himself increased in such a way that he thought he noticed movement in his useless hand. Very slowly his hand released the young woman, he rose from the bed and turned to face her.

	“Get out of here!” shouted William.

	”Your Grace! I need the money!” she pleaded.

	“Leave! My butler will pay you what was agreed.”

	”But…”

	”Go away! ”

	The stunned woman bowed to the duke and hurried away.

	When the door closed and William knew he was finally alone, he started crying as he had done so many times after the duel. He felt even more low than ever and with less strength to keep on living. No one wished to have a useless monster by their side. No woman should be condemned to live under his same roof. Trembling, he laid back on his bed and continued crying until he fell asleep. 

	 


III
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	Nothing. Beatrice didn’t have anything to eat anymore. Some time ago the stockpile she had kept to survive disappeared. She wrinkled her forehead and placed her hands on her hips. How was it possible that those damn foxes have eaten, in one night, such a big animal? Enraged by hunger, she thought of hunting those who had left her without food and eating them. 

	“Damn beasts!” she screamed to herself between tears. She kicked a rock and, after feeling a terrible pain in her toes, sat on it. 

	What should she do now? The last coins she had been invested into buying hens, rabbits, and a pair of pigs. Beatrice thought they would help her survive until she decided to go back and face the situation she couldn’t handle in her past. However, now she had nothing left, not even a breadcrumb to eat. 

	After meditating for a long time on the best way to survive in these circumstances, she jumped up and smiled. Beatrice hadn’t thought of him before because she despised him with all her soul, but given the situation, she would have to put aside the hatred she felt for that man and think about what was best for her. 

	Everyone talked enthusiastically about the arrival of the new Duke of Rutland. They hoped that his re-appearance would be quite profitable for the people because, if the Duke continued with his famous social life, he would celebrate with many numerous parties and the town would be filled with curious nobles. The real reason for that enthusiasm was simple to understand: work. 

	Laundresses, seamstresses, cooks and servants in general would be interviewed to offer the guests of Haddon Hall maximum comfort. It was an opportunity she could not miss. Vigorously, Beatrice placed the strands that had come loose from her bun back into their pins, patted her gown down several times, and took the path that led to the mansion. She was in such a hurry to fill her stomach that she wouldn’t wait for the interviews to be called. Beatrice would knock on the door and asked for any work that, of course, she would accept with great enthusiasm. 

	What started as a light journey later turned into a fast hike and then run as if the devil himself pursued her. She dodged all the obstacles in her path, not paying attention to the mud splashing on her dress. She had an objective to fulfill, one that she hated. It would mean being under the protection of a selfish, mean, and despicable man, but he was the only one who would help her stay alive. 

	When she arrived at the main garden of the mansion, Beatrice gasped. It wasn’t just because of the effort to get there but also by the immensity of the place that was in front of her. She had heard a lot about the Duke’s residence, but never would’ve imagined something like this. Maybe because her parents called greatness only a tenth of what they observed. 

	She stood still for a moment, staring at the enormous building without blinking. Once she had studied all the details of the place, it seemed too cold, too solid. Its walls were too thick and somber and she didn’t understand how someone could consider this place home, when it looked more like a prison. That was the famous paradise where all the Duke’s sons had grown up? That was why they were so proud? She wouldn’t change her humble home for what she was looking at. It was so indifferent and frigid, like the man’s attitude to whom she was going to beg for a job.

	After growing calm and dismissing any painful memory regarding the Duke’s attitude, she walked through the garden eagerly until she climbed the steps that would lead her to the main entrance. Standing at the front door, she considered if she should knock lightly or with all of her strength. She was considering her choices when she heard some voices came from the side of the building. 

	Frightened and with her heart racing, she stood still while she prayed not to be discovered so promptly. For once, God heard her prayers and those who were speaking endlessly didn’t notice her. Hidden in the darkness that the stone pillars offered, she saw some people come down the steps she had climbed earlier. When the voices got lost in the garden, she seized the chance to get out of her hiding place and head towards the place they had come out: the servants’ door. 

	She breathed deeply, asking for God’s guidance once again. She raised her hand to knock and, just as her small fist was about to touch the great wooden door, it opened. 

	“Who are you!?” demanded an older woman who was both surprised and startled to see her. 

	“Good morning, ma’am. I’m sorry to bother you, I come to ask for a job,” Beatrice explained, staring at the ground. 

	“Asking for a job!?” The woman opened her eyes widely and raised her hand to her chest. 

	Beatrice lowered her head even more at the same time as her cheeks were blushing with an intense redness. She had no doubt of the cause of the fright she had caused in the older woman. Who, in their sane judgement, would ever ask for a respectable job dressed in stained rags, with her hair covered in mud and smelling of pig dung? But she was not same since starvation took over her body and mind. 

	“I need it, ma’am. I’m about to die. It has been days since I’ve last eaten…” the woman pleaded.

	“It’s not my duty to offer jobs, that’s something my husband Mr. Stone is in charge of, his Grace’s butler. But if you’re serious about getting a job, you should come back some other time with a better appearance. As you are, you’re only going to get the door closed on you.” Hannah Stone, the cook, felt real pity for the young girl. She had never seen such a dramatic expression in anybody’s eyes, nor such a ghostly paleness. 

	“I beg of you. Help me…” Beatrice continued in such a silent voice that the old woman could barely hear her. 

	The old lady looked in both directions and, making sure no one could ever discover she would shelter a beggar in such a disrespectable estate, she reached out and grabbed the girl’s arm tightly. 

	“Come in, sit down, and don’t speak until you’re done with what I place for you on the table. If you really want to work in a place like this someday, you have to sustain yourself with something more than…whatever you have fed yourself until now.”

	Beatrice smiled and sat just as the lady had instructed her. She remained silent until she noticed the bowl of hot soup that the kind stranger placed in front of her. She took the spoon, leaning towards the steaming bowl and, without waiting for it to cool, she started spooning it into her mouth. In a rather distant past, she would’ve taken the spoon and directed it slowly to her lips to sip its contents silently. But she was living in the present and her stomach was too empty to remember society’s manners. She hardly looked up except when her savior came back to take her finished bowl and place another one before her. 

OEBPS/images/image.jpeg
Thhe solitude
o e DUKE
Kentlemen
Duna Yy eliin





OEBPS/images/Linea03_reducida_sin_fondo.png





OEBPS/images/image2.jpeg
Si-elle———





