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	This is a fiction work. The characters, events, and places described are products of the author's imagination and are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to real people, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

	
Madelynn Buckhurst has learned to live in the shadows. Orphaned as a child, she has endured her grandfather’s cold indifference, her aunt’s disdain, and the constant mockery of her cousins. Branded with the stigma of illegitimacy, she has been condemned to a life of solitude, where hope feels like a distant dream. That is, until Richard Arbuckle, the handsome and powerful Marquess of Clarendon, offers her the unthinkable: his hand in marriage.

	To Madelynn, his proposal means far more than a wedding, it is the promise of a new life, far from humiliation and pain. But what her innocent heart cannot foresee is that Richard is not marrying her out of love. And when the cruel truth comes to light, her world shatters. Feeling betrayed, she makes the only choice left to her: she runs.

	But Richard is not willing to let her go. From the moment he met her, he felt the need to protect her, to repay, through her, the debt he owed to the memory of her mother. He never believed in love. He was certain gratitude and duty would be enough. Until he lost her.

	As Madelynn searches for answers about her past, Richard uncovers a devastating truth: it is not honor that drives him to find her it is love.

	Is it too late for them? Or will fate grant them a second chance before the past tears them apart for good?

	 

	Running away was the only choice once she learned their marriage had never been about love.
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PART ONE

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Madelynn

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	January, 1789

	 

	 

	


Chapter 1

	 

	“Happy birthday, Mom.”

	The young woman’s violet eyes shimmered with nostalgia. Nervously, she inhaled the scent of the small bouquet of lilies she had gathered along the way, no easy feat, given the time of year.

	“I made it myself,” she said, holding out the flowers. “Just like when I was a girl. Do you remember?”

	Her mind drifted back to those happy days when she and her mother would wander through the gardens, picking wildflowers to weave into beautiful garlands. Precious days that would never return.

	Audrey had loved walking the gardens with her little Madelynn. Her daughter had been her reason for living, not only because she looked so much like her, but because she was her comfort, her joy, the only gift and reminder of the love of her life.

	Now Madelynn was no longer a child. She had grown into a beautiful, shy young woman who still brought flowers to her mother.

	“Grandfather is crankier than ever,” she confessed. “Grandmother… still suffers from her strange illness. Aunt Bertha hasn’t changed, and neither have Louisa and Katherine.”

	As always, Madelynn told her mother only the good things that happened at home. The bad, she kept to herself, why trouble her?

	Once again, memories flooded her mind: flashes of longing, bright days, walks, rides, laughter, smiles… and then, as if a veil had fallen over her, nostalgia turned to melancholy. Tears welled in her eyes, and her fingertip traced the engraved letters before her.

	Audrey Buckhurst

	1747–1780

	In the end, she could not help it. After eight and a half years since her mother’s death —years in which she had always brought flowers on her birthday— the pain she thought she had buried resurfaced, sharp as ever, at the reminder that she would never see her again.

	“I miss you so much, Mom,” she whispered, her voice breaking. “Even… after all this time… I still wonder… why?”

	As it did every time she visited her mother’s grave, her mind dragged her back to the day she had died, the saddest day of her life.

	Madelynn had been only ten years old. It was a warm afternoon, and Audrey had decided to take her riding. Their horses had been ready on time, and together they had set off at a gentle pace toward the green, flower-strewn meadow. They had laughed and talked, as they always did, until, without warning, the unexpected happened.

	A bright flash of lightning split the sky, which darkened in an instant. Pegasus, Audrey’s horse, spooked and reared violently, throwing her from the saddle.

	Madelynn had rushed to her mother, who lay motionless several feet away.

	“Mom… are you all right?” she whispered, cradling her when she did not stir. “Mom, please… answer me…”

	Tears spilled from Madelynn’s violet eyes. With small, trembling hands, she stroked her mother’s pale face, which was slowly growing cold.

	“Mom … Mom …”

	She clung to her, sobbing.

	She had hoped —prayed— that Audrey would wake up, would tell her she was fine, that she had only fainted, that they would go home before the rain came. But the downpour had come anyway, and Audrey had not moved again.

	“I miss you so much, Mom…” Madelynn murmured now, laying the bouquet on the grave. “I love you…”

	She did not know what else to say. She never did.

	Rising to her feet, she turned to leave the small cemetery nestled within her grandfather’s vast estate. The place weighed on her heart. It was full of ghosts from the past, great-great-grandfathers, distant uncles… and her mother.

	The sky was gray, mirroring the heaviness in her chest as she walked slowly back toward the house, lost in the blurred memories of the hours after the accident.

	Someone had pulled her away from her mother’s cold, rain-soaked body. She had not even realized she herself was drenched. Then had come the funeral…

	And the days that followed, the most painful of her life. As if a piece of her soul had been torn away. As if her smile had been stolen. As if all joy had been stripped from her.

	Sometimes, even now, she half-expected her mother to walk into her bedchamber, to invite her for a stroll, to fuss over her, to hold her close and whisper how much she loved her. But it never happened.

	Night brought no rest, for her dreams were haunted, and she often woke trembling, frightened, aching for an embrace… with no one there to give it.

	The cruelest part was that, after eight years, little had changed. She was still afraid. Still grieving. Still alone, with no one to offer comfort or kindness.

	Suddenly, her thoughts were shattered as a torrent of icy water crashed over her head, drenching her in an instant. A chorus of malicious laughter followed.

	“Madelynn… Oh! We’re so sorry,” said a blonde girl with gray eyes, feigning innocence. “We didn’t see you… Louisa and I were just playing, and you appeared out of nowhere…”

	Madelynn stood frozen, not from the shock of the water, but because she had been caught off guard. She had reached the back garden without noticing her cousins were there, too lost in her thoughts.

	“Well, it’s your fault for sneaking up on us,” the other girl, a brunette, cut in. “Don’t you know better than to walk where Kathy and I are playing?”

	“I… I’m sorry,” Madelynn murmured, shivering as the cold seeped into her bones. “I was… distracted.”

	“Then you’d better pay attention and watch where you’re going,” Kathy snapped. “Though I suppose that’s asking too much. You’ve always been slow. But do try, it’s not that hard.”

	Madelynn simply nodded and continued on her way. Now she would need to change her clothes.

	As she reached the rear of the house, the mocking laughter reached her ears once more.

	“Did you see her?” Kathy said to her sister. “I told you it would be easier than we thought. She's always distracted when she comes back from the cemetery.”

	“The little fool actually believes it was an accident.”

	Madelynn did not need to hear their conversation to know it had been deliberate. She did not cry, she never did anymore. She had grown so accustomed to her cousins' cruel jests, their cutting words, their petty humiliations, that not even a single tear fell when they tormented her.

	It was always the same. Katherine —or Kathy, as everyone called her— was a blonde-haired, gray-eyed girl two years Madelynn's senior. Her grandfather's favorite, she was a spoiled young woman who had rejected every suitor, holding out for some mythical perfect gentleman. But she never acted alone. Louisa, Madelynn's own age, was ever at her side. Her brown hair and gray eyes mirrored her mother's, as did the habitual malice in her expression.

	Yet they were not entirely to blame. Much of their hatred for Madelynn stemmed from Bertha, their mother and Madelynn's aunt by marriage. At every opportunity, Bertha made the most venomous remarks, the cruelest insinuations, about Madelynn's birth, about Audrey herself.

	The stigma of her illegitimacy made her life harder still: it was no easy thing to be a bastard in a world where children paid for their parents' sins. So why expect kindness from her aunt?

	Not that Madelynn blamed her entirely. Bertha had been a widow for over fifteen years. Her father-in-law had taken her in when he realized his son Henry Buckhurst had left her nearly destitute, his assets seized to cover gambling debts. Perhaps her bitterness made her lash out at the nearest target, which meant Madelynn.

	“Do you think it appropriate to trail water through the house like some bedraggled stray?” Bertha's voice dripped with scorn as Madelynn entered the hall, intending to take the stairs to her room.

	“No, Aunt... it is only that...”

	“'Only that' nothing, girl. Have you no care for the carpets? The furnishings? You are as thoughtless as you are selfish.”

	Bertha was tall —taller than her daughters— with a slender frame that lent her a youthful appearance. Her height alone made Madelynn feel smaller, more insignificant.

	“I am sorry. I will go to my room now...”

	“You will do no such thing,” the woman snapped. “If you wished to go to your room, you should have used the servants' stairs instead of ruining the carpets.”

	“I did not think... I beg your pardon...” Madelynn turned away.

	“You did not think, that much is obvious. And you most certainly do not 'beg pardon.' You are as vile and inconsiderate as your mother ever was.”

	That struck deeper than any humiliation her cousins could devise. But it was no surprise. It always came to this. One way or another, the conversation always turned to her mother.

	“I am sorry,” was all she could say. What use was defending herself, as she had as a naive child who did not yet understand she could never win? What use stoking Bertha's wrath? What use protesting when it would only end in further shame?

	It was true she resembled her mother... in appearance, at least. The few people who saw her often remarked on the likeness, sometimes even calling her Audrey. The long, dark, slightly wavy hair; the violet eyes; the full, rosy mouth; the upturned nose; her petite but shapely figure, all were mirror images of her mother at that age.

	But their temperaments could not have been more different. Madelynn was not reckless, not cunning, certainly not bold or brave as Audrey had been. She was shy, quiet, cowed by her grandfather's temper and her aunt's disdain.

	Before her mother's death, she had been a cheerful, spirited child. But without her, she had become timid, diminished by years without affection, worn down by her family's constant cruelty.

	“Do you intend to stand there all day?” Bertha demanded. “Will you ruin the carpets further with your dithering?”

	“No,” Madelynn murmured, uncertain which path would spare her another scolding.

	“The servants' stairs, girl,” the woman ordered, noting her hesitation.

	Madelynn obeyed without protest. She left the hall, circled the house, and entered through the kitchen. She had just reached the stairs when an enraged voice halted her.

	“Where have you been idling? And why are you soaked?” Her grandfather's voice thundered behind her.

	Not now, she thought, feeling fear grip her, as it always did in Eugene's presence.

	“Grandfather... I was not idling. Today is... Mom's birthday. I went to the cemetery...”

	“And that explains your state, does it?” he barked.

	“No... that is, the wet clothes... it was an accident...”

	“Always some foolishness,” he interrupted, uninterested in her explanation.

	Madelynn did not know whether he meant her visit to the cemetery or her disheveled appearance. She did not ask. It would only earn her another rebuke.

	She turned to continue upstairs.

	“I did not dismiss you.”

	“Forgive me, Grandfather,” she said, lowering her gaze and stepping back.

	“You grow more like her every day,” the old man said, studying her with hard eyes.

	Eugene Buckhurst was an old man, yet still robust and vigorous. His stature commanded intimidation, his fierce green eyes could wither souls, his unyielding voice summoned storms, and his confident stride seemed to make the very earth tremble.

	“Why must you be just like her?” he spat, fury lacing his words. “Why must you inherit her foolishness and defiance?”

	“Grandfather... I…”

	“Silence. I forbade you from visiting the cemetery.”

	“But today was her birthday...”

	“Do you think I don't remember my own daughter's birthday?”

	“That's not… I only thought that perhaps today…”

	“Not today, not ever. You're as willful as she was.” His voice darkened with fresh anger. “She was never a proper daughter. Never obeyed. Why couldn't she have been like Henry?”

	Henry —Eugene's son— had always been the favorite, a preference that extended to his granddaughters after his death. The old man seemed blind to Henry's true nature: a gambler, a drunkard, and a philanderer. Yet Eugene held him in higher esteem than his own daughter.

	“And why can't you be more like Kathy? Why must you be so rebellious?”

	If there was one word that could never describe Madelynn, it was “rebellious.” Her submission was absolute, so complete that even when punished unjustly, she would apologize and bear her penance with quiet dignity.

	“I've tried to steer you from your mother's wicked path, yet daily you choose to emulate her.”

	The same old refrain.

	Whenever opportunity arose, her grandfather would reiterate how Audrey had been aimless, undisciplined, how she surely burned in hell for bearing a bastard child... and how Madelynn was destined to follow her footsteps.

	“She was a fool, and you're no better. Everything I've given you is wasted.”

	You've given me nothing, Madelynn thought bitterly. Or rather, you've given me scorn, indifference... intolerance.

	“Get out of my sight. I won't have you reminding me of that immoral woman.”

	Madelynn thanked heaven this time his verbal lashing had been brief.

	She didn't cry this time either. After years of enduring his tirades about her mother, the barbs no longer pierced as deeply, she only prayed the torment would end quickly, as it had today.

	She climbed the stairs, physically and emotionally drained. Her soaked clothes clung to her, the chill seeping deeper with every step, mirroring the icy weight in her chest.

	“Audrey, playing in the lake again?”

	Madelynn turned at her grandmother's voice.

	“Grandmother... I'm not Audrey. She was my mother. And no, I wasn't at the lake, I had an accident.”

	“What nonsense you speak, Audrey... I'm your mother...”

	Madelynn alone in the household possessed the patience to endure her grandmother's affliction.

	Beatrice Buckhurst —a kindly-faced, silver-haired matriarch— was lost in delusion: she neither understood her words nor recognized those around her. Some days she improved, speaking more coherently, but today the madness had returned. Whole chapters of her past seemed erased from her mind.

	“No, Grandmother...” Madelynn managed a faint smile. “Audrey was your daughter. I'm your granddaughter. I went to the cemetery with flowers... today was her birthday.”

	“My birthday?”

	“No.” For just a moment, a true smile touched Madelynn's lips, beautiful, but fleeting. “Audrey's birthday. Your daughter's.”

	“You're having a birthday, Audrey? Why didn't anyone tell me?”

	“Grandmother…”

	“I must scold Eugene for not informing me... Where's your brother? Henry should be here for your celebration... Henry! Henry, come at once! It's your sister's birthday!” Beatrice shuffled away down the corridor.

	There was nothing Madelynn could do. Once an idea took root in her grandmother's mind, no one could dislodge it.

	She entered her bedchamber, not the largest nor finest in Buckhurst Manor, nestled in Oxfordshire's rolling hills, though neither was it the worst. Still, it stood apart from the family's quarters. Her bed dominated the space, flanked by a window where Madelynn spent sleepless nights gazing at the stars. A small dressing table, inherited from her mother, stood nearby alongside its matching chest. Beyond lay the wardrobe housing her modest collection of gowns. The decor was simple yet pleasant, done in the soft pinks and whites she favored.

	Shivering, she approached her wardrobe and studied its contents. Her wardrobe wasn't extensive, but it sufficed, certainly nothing compared to Kathy's or Louisa's, but what more could a bastard expect, living as she did in the shadows?

	Three years prior had been Kathy's Season. Last year, Louisa's. Both had been gifted the most exquisite gowns Madelynn had ever seen.

	But there would be no Season for her. No London debut. No prospects of marriage. Who would wed a bastard? They'd never present her at court, never had, never would. How could they, when she was merely the illegitimate offspring of a wayward daughter from a distant cadet branch of some forgotten earldom?

	After a moment's hesitation, she selected a green dress and began peeling away her damp garments, her thoughts circling back to that same, endless refrain.

	Being a bastard was the heaviest burden Madelynn had to bear. While her mother lived, Audrey had never allowed anyone to humiliate or scorn her for her birth. She would rebuke everyone —even her own father— if they dared utter that word in her presence. But when Madelynn grew older, there was no one left to defend her. They rubbed her illegitimacy in her face as though it were her fault, and as a child, she could do nothing. By the time she came of age, the very impulse to defend herself had withered away, she simply no longer knew how.

	Each day, her relatives made it clearer they neither tolerated nor accepted her among them. They humiliated her whenever she drew near, so for many years, her only defense had been to hide, to flee from them.

	As she finished changing her clothes, she thought of her mother, the only person who had ever truly loved her. Audrey had been her only real family, and now she was gone.

	The truth was Madelynn was indeed a bastard, born of her mother's love affair. Audrey had never revealed the name of the man who fathered her, and despite the scorn and pressure, she had never abandoned her daughter. She had loved her above all else, in spite of everything.

	Yet it never once crossed Madelynn's mind to judge or blame her mother. She loved and respected her too deeply. Audrey had been a kindhearted woman who would have given her life for her child. She never treated Madelynn as a naive little girl, but trusted her with everything. Whenever Eugene mentioned Madelynn's origins, Audrey would embrace her and whisper, “You are not what he calls you. You are a child of love. Your father and I loved each other so deeply that you were born, even without vows. To me, you are the most precious thing, Mady.”

	Her mother had been the only one who loved her... well, apart from her grandmother, who lived more in a world of fading memories than in reality.

	When she finished dressing, she brushed out her long, beautiful hair to help it dry. Catching her reflection in the mirror, she could not help but marvel again at how strikingly she resembled her mother.

	Perhaps that was why her grandfather and aunt despised her so. Perhaps they saw in her the woman who had brought shame upon the family name. Perhaps they took out on her all the resentment they harbored for her mother's mistakes.

	She was exhausted. With a sigh, she lay back on the bed and let herself drift into the fantasy she so often indulged: a handsome man arriving one day to declare his love, to ask for her hand in marriage despite her birth. He would lift her onto a magnificent white horse and carry her off to his grand estate, promising she would never again suffer her family's cruelty, for his love would be her shield against all malice...

	Of course, this was no ordinary man... it was that man.

	She smiled. Thinking of him always made her smile. It was as though his mere image in her mind could banish every sorrow.

	He was so handsome... golden-haired, with eyes like clear water, tall and strong. His skin was sun-kissed, his voice deep yet gentle, and his smile could melt the sternest heart.

	It was true she had seen him only three times in her life, and always from a distance, but she could not stop thinking of him, could not stop wondering when she might see him again. The glimpses had been fleeting: stolen seconds peering from the upper banister, for Madelynn was strictly forbidden to leave her room when visitors came.

	But that had not stopped her from watching. The first time had been over a year ago, when he came to call on Eugene. As always, Madelynn had been sent to her chambers, but as she passed the upper gallery, she could not resist seeking the owner of that remarkable voice that had drifted up to her.

	The other two occasions had been much the same: furtive glances, the last nearly six months past.

	Madelynn sighed and sat up. What use was there in dreaming of what she could never have?

	That man was none other than Richard Arbuckle, Marquess of Clarendon, her grandfather's friend and owner of the neighboring lands. It stood to reason he would visit occasionally as their neighbor, just as it stood to reason they would hide from him the family's greatest shame.

	She smiled bitterly and clutched a pillow to her chest, thinking of him yet again, trying to smother her foolish fantasies. That gentleman would never come for her, never declare his love, never marry her, never save her.

	Once more, reality settled over her with crushing weight: she was utterly, irrevocably alone.

	 

	


Chapter 2

	 

	“Will you now tell me who that blasted letter is from?”

	Georgette Burton rose from the bed without disguising her irritation, eager to learn the contents of the mysterious missive Richard had received that morning. She began gathering the discarded clothing from the floor and dressed with visible reluctance.

	“I cannot believe this,” Richard said, his voice laced with indignation. “Must you make no effort to pretend, even for appearances?”

	He too rose from the bed, his fury evident in the abrupt way he snatched up his trousers and pulled them on.

	“You know I do not enjoy it, that I never have, that I only endure it for your sake…”

	“Is it truly as repulsive as it was with your husband?”

	“No... of course not... with him it was monstrous, but... even so...”

	“Even so, you remain incapable of finding pleasure in a bed.”

	Georgette Burton was a striking woman, tall, slender, with golden hair and deceptively innocent blue eyes. A widow. Her parents had forced her into marriage at fourteen with a man of forty-six. Twelve years into that revolting union, her husband died, and with her parents also deceased, she had no choice but to seek refuge with her distant cousin Richard. Their affair had begun shortly thereafter.

	“I cannot fathom how any woman could enjoy such... activities,” she said, her tone edged with resentment. “It is horrid.”

	“Two years ago, when you first came to this house and became my lover, you did not behave this way...”

	“Well... I dared not. You would have cast me out...”

	“Yes... you merely pretended,” Richard said, pacing her bedchamber with restless frustration.

	Richard Arbuckle, Marquess of Clarendon, was a vigorous young man who took natural pleasure in intimacy. He could not comprehend Georgette's aversion. For him, fulfillment was incomplete unless shared. No woman had ever complained of his attentions, quite the opposite. From youth, his lovers had praised his skill, some even marveling at his ability to please. So what ailed Georgette?

	“I do not understand why you persist in this,” he said.

	“I have told you, I endure it because I know it brings you pleasure.”

	“It makes me feel a failure,” he snapped, fastening his clothes with angry precision. “Like some blundering fool who cannot satisfy his mistress. And I detest that feeling.”

	Richard was extraordinarily handsome; golden-skinned, blue-eyed, with sun-kissed hair. A veritable Apollo. For seasons now, every eligible young lady had vied for his attention. Though not the wealthiest peer, his striking looks combined with his title lent him undeniable allure. His towering frame exuded strength and nobility, complemented by impeccable manners. His wit and charm were the final adornments to his appeal.

	Which made Georgette's indifference all the more baffling. She had recounted the horrors of her marriage, yet Richard had assumed time and tenderness might awaken different responses. They had not. And he loathed failing to please her, for it poisoned his own enjoyment.

	“Dearest, you know the fault lies with me, not you,” Georgette said. “My husband never spared a thought for my suffering, and believe me, what we do would seem child's play compared to his demands.”

	“That is precisely my point, Georgette. I want my lover to take joy in my body as I do in hers. Not like your husband, who reveled in your pain.”

	He watched as she dressed with languid indifference, her next words dripping with simplicity:

	“I do not know why you fuss so, darling. If you find your pleasure, the rest should not signify. Though I suspect your foul mood springs from that letter. What troubles you? What does it say?”

	Richard shot her a murderous glare. Frigid she might be, but Georgette was shrewd, she knew him too well.

	Yes. That letter had left him thunderstruck.

	“I will not speak of it now. Leave me.”

	“As you wish,” the blonde said before gliding from the room.

	Not even a token protest, Richard thought bitterly.

	With his trousers fastened and shirt hanging open, he strode to the liquor cabinet and poured a measure of whisky. Before sitting, he retrieved the morning's letter from Eugene Buckhurst.

	Dear Richard,

	Time passes, yet you withhold the answer I require. I made my proposal last summer, and you promised a decision by Christmas. Now January has ended, and still you delay.

	You know those lands are vital to you, your father's legacy, rightfully his, yet foolishly gifted to my wayward daughter. I stand ready to restore them to you. Decide soon.

	I await your reply.

	Eugene Buckhurst.

	The truth was, he found himself cornered.

	For generations, the Buckhurst lands had bordered his family's estate. Relations between the houses had always been cordial, until Theo, Richard's father, became enamored with Eugene's young daughter Audrey.

	Theo had been a middle-aged widower with a single young son —Richard— for whom he showed scant affection. Audrey Buckhurst's beauty had so captivated him that he sought her hand when she was but seventeen, a match to which Eugene readily agreed.

	But things had not been so simple. Audrey had never wanted to accept the proposal, insisting she did not love him. Theo, unwilling to lose her, gifted her five hectares of land adjoining his father's estate, taking advantage of her twenty-second birthday, in a vain attempt to win her affection. However, the young woman begged her parents to send her to a convent in France, claiming she wished to become a nun and dedicate her life to God. Not long after, Audrey left for a monastery in Paris.

	When Theo asked Eugene to return the land, Eugene refused, arguing that Audrey had only gone on a spiritual retreat and would come back more than ready to marry. A few months after her trip to France, she returned and married Theo, who soon discovered that Audrey had come back pregnant.

	The child could not have been Theo’s, as Audrey had never allowed him near her. One month after the wedding, under pressure from the undeniable evidence, the young woman confessed the truth. Humiliated and enraged, Theo sent her back to her father's house in a fury and demanded an annulment. From that moment on, the matter of the land was forgotten.

	Until now, when it seemed old Eugene had gone mad.

	Richard knew he was an ambitious man who, being little more than a distant descendant of a count, had always tried to regain his status through his daughter’s marriage. He had failed. And now he was scheming to make Richard marry one of his granddaughters.

	Richard rose from his chair, furious, and began pacing the room. The sun was setting, and shadows were beginning to creep across the space.

	Almost six months ago, Eugene had approached him with a deal: if he married one of his granddaughters, he would return the land that his father had once gifted Audrey. When Richard told him he had no intention of marrying anytime soon, Eugene played his final and most powerful card, if Richard refused, he would sell the land to Bertrand Casheir, son of the Arbuckle family’s longtime enemies.

	The feud went back generations, though neither family remembered exactly why it had started. All that remained was the bitterness. They could not stand each other, and Eugene had used that to his advantage.

	Richard was caught between a rock and a hard place: marry one of Eugene’s granddaughters, or end up with one of his worst enemies as a neighbor.

	He set his glass down on the nightstand and ran a hand through his hair. He knew that, at some point, he would have to marry and secure an heir for the Arbuckle family. But he was not ready yet, especially not to marry someone he could not choose for himself.

	And then there were Eugene’s granddaughters: one was a beautiful but shallow girl who did nothing but bat her lashes and talk nonsense; the other, a quiet young woman overshadowed by her sister, who did little more than smile and nod at whatever she was told.

	Their mother was a complete harpy, manipulative, pretentious, and ambitious. Richard knew that marrying one of the daughters would mean acquiring the mother and sister too, and a life with them was far from his idea of happiness.

	He did not want to lose that land —he could not— but he was not willing to marry someone he could not picture as the mother of his children. And neither of those girls fit into that vision.

	He resumed his pacing, trying to make the best decision for his future. He refilled the glass he had left on the table and considered the other possibility.

	For a moment, he wished things had been different. If Audrey had not died, the land would still be hers, and perhaps he could have negotiated with her. Or if the child she had carried had not died either, the land would belong to him.

	But the truth was, neither she nor her child were alive. And nothing could change that.

	A sad smile curved his lips as he remembered Audrey. He had met her when she married his father and lived with them for nearly a month, a stunning young woman with violet eyes and an angelic smile; with a gaze that was both serene and melancholic, yet full of courage and determination, even enough to stand up to Theo himself.

	He remembered his father, his childhood, and those days when Audrey had entered their lives and turned everything upside down.

	Theo Arbuckle had been widowed two years into the marriage, just one week after their son was born. Richard never knew what his parents’ relationship had been like. No one ever spoke of it. It was a forbidden subject. What he did know was that his bond with Theo had never been good.

	His father’s harsh, domineering nature seemed to intimidate even the strongest men. He would yell if not obeyed and strike anyone who dared defy him. The first ten years of Richard’s life had been marked by shouting and a constant sense of misunderstanding. Theo had never offered him a kind look, a smile, a loving word, a hug, or a kiss. To him, such displays of affection would only make a boy weak and foolish.

	Richard watched the sun vanish below the horizon and thought that, if Audrey had never entered his life, perhaps he would have grown to be just like his father, or worse.

	He remembered the wedding day, the only day in years he had seen Theo smile. Everything seemed joyful, except for the bride. They met that very day, and the young woman gave him a smile, perhaps the first genuine one anyone had ever offered him.

	The truth was, Richard had not known anything about his father's wedding until that same day, and it would be years before he learned what had really happened. Who shares such important secrets with a ten-year-old boy? All he knew was that a young woman had arrived at the house, and unlike everyone else, she did not ignore him or push him aside.

	Two days after the wedding, she found him in a hallway. As usual, Richard turned to leave. That was what he had always been expected to do with his father. But this time, she came closer.

	“Richard,” she said, her voice soft and melodic.

	The boy turned around, afraid. But instead of the usual scowl and harsh words, he was met with a smile.

	“Hello,” she greeted.

	“H-hi.”

	Audrey stepped closer still, looking at him with a kindness and tenderness he had never received from anyone.

	“Why did I not see you yesterday? Where were you?” she asked.

	But he did not answer.

	“Richard, what is it? Why will you not talk to me?”

	“I… I…” he stammered.

	Audrey came even closer and gently held a lock of his blond hair between her fingers.

	“Are you afraid of me? You should not be. I would never hurt you,” she said sweetly.

	And then, Richard smiled at her.

	“You look so handsome when you smile,” she told him. “That is how I want to see you always, smiling,” she added, touching his face.

	But happiness like that never lasted long. Theo appeared right at that moment.

	“If you treat him like that, he will turn into a sissy,” he snapped.

	Audrey turned to face him.

	“And you want him to grow up bitter and controlling, just like you, do you not?”

	“I will not allow you to interfere with how I raise my son.”

	“And I will not allow you to destroy his life the way you are destroying mine.”

	Richard had never seen anyone stand up to his father before. And he would have thought that, for saying such things, Audrey would be punished severely, just like the other women his father had brought into the house.

	But Theo only laughed and walked away.

	From that day on, his relationship with Audrey became something special. They talked, they played, and she told him stories about France, about horses, and so many other things. She was the only one who did not treat him like a fool or a sick boy, and his affection for her grew so deeply that, in secret, he wished she could be his real mother.

	He remembered one afternoon in particular, a moment that proved her affection was genuine.

	At the time, his father had been more irritable and furious than ever. Years later, Richard would understand that Audrey’s firm decision not to consummate the marriage had driven him into that state.

	That afternoon, she and Richard were talking about something he could no longer recall. His father stormed into the playroom and started shouting at him. Audrey, furious, stepped in to defend him, and without a word, Theo moved toward Richard, ready to lash out physically. But then Audrey stepped between them and caught his father’s hand in hers.

	“I will not let you touch him,” she said fiercely.

	“And I will not let you tell me what to do in my own house.”

	Theo grabbed her by the shoulders, and she shouted, “Run, Richard, go!”

	The boy ran, leaving behind the sound of a beating, one that, for once, was not meant for him.

	Now, remembering that moment, he told himself he had been a coward. He had left Audrey alone to face his father’s wrath. But that was not something a ten-year-old boy could fully grasp.

	Hours later, he had gone to Audrey’s room. It was silent. She was sitting on the bed, crying. When she saw him at the door, she held out her hand so he would come closer. When he sat beside her, she pulled him into a hug.

	“Did he hit you very hard?” Richard asked.

	“Not… not too hard,” she replied. But he knew she was lying. His father hit with brutal force.

	“It was my fault,” he murmured, filled with guilt.

	“Of course not. It was Theo's fault. No one should ever hit anyone.”

	They stayed like that, holding each other in silence for a long time, until Richard pulled back slightly and looked at her injured face: a swollen eye, a cut on her cheek, and bloodied lips.

	“Does it hurt?”

	“It will pass.”

	“I love you so much, Audrey.”

	“And I love you, Richard,” she whispered. After a pause, she added, “Promise me something.”

	“What?”

	“Promise me you will never be like him. Promise me you will be a good man, that you will help others, that when you marry, you will love your wife and your children, and most of all, that you will never, ever hit a woman.”

	“I promise,” he said without hesitation.

	“Thank you,” she said, trying to smile, though the pain on her face would not let her.

	“Are you going to leave?” Richard asked then. He did not know why he had asked, whether it was because of the promise she had made him make, or because, deep down, he sensed she would not be able to endure much longer by his father’s side.

	She only nodded.

	“I wish you could take me with you.”

	Audrey hugged him tightly against her chest.

	“I wish I could, too,” she whispered. “The three of us could be together. We could be a happy family.”

	“The three of us?” he asked, puzzled.

	“I meant the two of us,” she replied. Years later, Richard would understand that she had meant her unborn child.

	“Father would never let us be happy,” he murmured.

	“Maybe…”

	That night, Richard did not leave her side. He fell asleep next to her, only to be jolted awake by his father’s harsh voice.

	“Get up, you whore. You would rather sleep with any male, even a child, than share a bed with your husband.”

	It was not even dawn, but Theo was already there.

	Audrey sat up quickly, shielding the boy with her body.

	“Come on. Time to give you back to your father. I never should have set my eyes on you.”

	Then Theo dragged her out of the room, almost by force, and that was the last time Richard ever saw Audrey.

	After that night, her name was forbidden in the house. Not even the servants whispered about what had happened. Months later, Richard was sent off to boarding school. And ten years after that, when Theo died, he was finally able to come home and learn the truth. But it was a hollow victory, because Audrey was dead too.

	He had longed to see her again, to talk to her, to help her if she ever needed him. But all he found was the news that she was gone, and that she had given birth to an illegitimate child stillborn.

	How could someone as kind as Audrey have come from a man as vile as Eugene?

	Richard stood up and began pacing, restless. He did not want to accept that old manipulative brute’s proposal.

	So what if Bertrand Casheir kept the land? What could the man really do? The feud between the two families was more a legacy of pride than genuine hatred. It existed out of tradition, not for any real reason. Yes, his father would have been livid knowing that the land had ended up in the hands of the rival family, but Richard had no reason to honor the wishes of a man who had never loved him.

	Maybe it was better to let Eugene do whatever he wanted. If reclaiming the land meant tying himself for life to one of those young women —and the mother too— not to mention finding a husband for the sister, then it was simply not worth it. His freedom and his right to choose could not be brushed aside. He would marry whoever he wanted, when the time was right.

	Richard downed the last of his drink, finally deciding he would reject Eugene’s offer. He had thought about it long enough, weighed every advantage and every risk, and in the end, he realized it was better to have an enemy living next door than lying beside him in bed.

	He told himself —without much conviction— that it was time to stop putting off a decision he should have made long ago. He would go see Eugene and turn him down.

	All he could do now was hope it would be the lesser evil.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 3

	 

	The morning was sunny, though a little chilly. Madelynn’s spirits were low; this time of year always reminded her of her mother more than usual, and it hurt not to have her around.

	To feel less alone, she often went up to the attic where the old things were stored, just to look at her childhood toys and some of Audrey’s personal belongings. Being near them made her feel like her mother was still with her, somehow.

	So there she was, sitting on the attic floor, right in front of the large open trunk filled with memories from the past. The light blue skirts of her dress pooled around her, already collecting dust that had clearly settled over years without cleaning. But she did not care. All she wanted was to be in that place.

	The first thing she pulled out of the trunk was a rag doll her mother had made for her. Audrey used to say it looked like her, with the same jet-black hair and intense violet eyes, but Madelynn always thought the doll was far more beautiful, especially in its little emerald green velvet dress that stood out against its pale cloth skin.

	Madelynn gently stroked the old toy and smiled. She could almost hear her mother’s voice and see her lovely face. Holding those things in her hands made her feel closer to her. She thought she ought to keep it near and decided to take it back to her room.

	But suddenly, her thoughts were interrupted, someone had snatched the doll from her hands.

	She looked up, startled, and saw Kathy’s mocking face staring down at the doll with a mix of scorn and amusement.

	“Kathy…” Madelynn whispered.

	“What is this ugly thing?” her cousin sneered.

	“It is my doll. Give it back,” Madelynn demanded, reaching out her hand, but Kathy took a step back to keep it out of reach.

	“Doll? I would call it a filthy old rag.”

	Madelynn got to her feet and tried to move closer, but Kathy backed away even more.

	“Give it to me, Kathy.”

	“No, that is not how you ask for things.”

	Madelynn knew her cousin would not make this easy.

	“Please, Kathy. Give me my doll,” she pleaded.

	“And what will you give me in return?” Kathy asked haughtily.

	“Anything you want, just give it back.”

	“Hmm… I do not think so,” the girl said, then bolted out of the attic with the one thing Madelynn cared so deeply about.

	Madelynn reacted instantly. She knew that if she lost sight of her cousin, Kathy might hide the doll or —worse— throw it away. So she ran after her.

	“Kathy! Kathy, give me back my doll!”

	“No,” the other girl taunted, her voice sing-song.

	Kathy flew down the stairs with the treasured toy, and Madelynn followed, begging her to return it. Then she chased her through a hallway and across the ground floor, her cousin always just a step ahead.

	“Please, give it to me!”

	“No. It is old, filthy, and hideous. It belongs in the trash.”

	“No! Give it to me!” Madelynn cried, nearly in tears.

	“Catch me if you can,” Kathy teased, clearly heading toward the garden.

	Madelynn tried to follow, but her efforts were thwarted when she tripped over the hem of her dress. She felt herself falling and, in a desperate attempt to stay upright, reached for a nearby side table. Instead of steadying herself, she pulled it down with her, and the vase resting on top came crashing to the floor, shattering with a deafening noise.

	Kathy stopped at the sound and burst into laughter.

	“What is all that noise?”

	Madelynn heard her grandfather’s voice right behind her. She knew she was doomed. Whenever she argued with Kathy or Louisa, he always took their side. She scrambled to her feet and turned around to face him. But her grandfather was not alone.

	There he was… he was… he was…

	Richard Arbuckle. As tall and handsome as ever.

	Madelynn knew she should say something —an apology, at least— and disappear before he realized who she was. But she simply could not move. It was impossible. And not looking at him? Unthinkable.

	He looked back at her.

	And not just looked, within seconds, he was standing in front of her, his hands on her shoulders.

	“Audrey…” he said, his voice low. “Audrey…” he repeated, almost spellbound.

	Then Richard pulled her into his chest and wrapped her in his strong arms.

	The world stopped.

	Only her mother had ever held her like that. Or her grandmother, during the rare moments of clarity she still had, but those were few and far between.

	It had been so long since she had felt what a real embrace was. And yet, this one was different, because it was him.

	The masculine scent of Richard surrounded her, and a strange, comforting warmth spread through her chest. It was a feeling she had never known before. Those strong, powerful arms made her feel safe, and she told herself nothing bad could happen to her as long as she stayed there.

	The moment only lasted a few seconds. Then, Richard gently stepped back and studied her face more closely.

	“No, Richard. She is not Audrey,” Eugene said, breaking the silence.

	Richard frowned.

	She looked exactly like her… but she was not.

	She could not be Audrey; she was too young, barely more than a girl.

	Who was she?

	Richard let go of her and turned to Eugene, who offered no further explanation.

	“Madelynn, go to your room” her grandfather ordered, furious.

	The young woman suddenly realized the mistake she had made: a visitor had seen her face, and without a doubt, she would be punished for it.

	Madelynn sighed and turned to leave.

	“Wait a moment,” Richard’s voice stopped her. “Who are you? Why do you look so much like Audrey?”

	Madelynn turned back to face him and saw him staring at her, utterly amazed by the resemblance.

	For a few seconds, no one spoke.

	Silence filled the room, as if fate itself was waiting for what would come next.

	“She was my mother,” the young woman said, seeing that no one else would speak. “That is why I look like her.”

	After saying those words, she knew a harsh scolding from her grandfather was coming, after all, to the world, Audrey’s child was dead. It was best to leave, to escape before Eugene’s anger exploded. She bowed slightly and muttered an apology before running off, even forgetting the doll that had started it all.

	Richard was stunned. Audrey’s daughter? Wasn’t Audrey’s child supposed to be a son…? Or maybe this one had been born later…? How old was this girl? Nineteen, seventeen, younger? And if she truly was Audrey’s daughter, that meant…

	“I think you owe me a lot of explanations, Eugene,” Richard said, turning toward the man. “It seems you have been keeping important information from me.”

	Eugene’s face was pale with anguish and rage. Without answering Richard, he fixed his gaze sharply on his granddaughter Kathy, who stood nearby, having witnessed everything in silence.

	“I told you to lock her in her room.”

	Kathy hesitated. When Richard arrived, her grandfather had ordered her to make sure Madelynn did not appear and to keep her locked away, but seeing her with that old rag had been too tempting, and she had forgotten Eugene’s command completely.

	“I… she…” Kathy nervously looked down at the doll still clutched in her hands. In a futile attempt to hide it, she slipped it behind her back.

	“What do you have there?” Eugene asked.

	“Nothing, Grandpa,” she lied.

	“What do you have there, Katherine?” he repeated, and the girl reluctantly showed him the object. “What is that?”

	“It is… Madelynn’s…”

	Eugene immediately understood what had happened: another one of Kathy’s pranks. It did not bother him much, since he allowed everything the girl did. What upset him was that she had chosen that exact moment to disobey his order. Because of that, Richard had discovered Madelynn’s existence.

	“We need to talk, Buckhurst,” Richard said. “Let us go to your study.”

	Without waiting for the old man, Richard entered the room and took a seat. While waiting for Eugene, he began processing all the information he had just stumbled upon.

	He had arrived at the Buckhurst mansion only moments ago and had started to present his argument, ready to refuse Eugene’s request. Then he had heard noises, like an argument between women. When he mentioned it to the old man, Eugene said it was Kathy and Louisa playing, but to Richard, it did not sound like a game. Then there was a sharp thud on the floor and the crash of breaking glass. Richard went to see what had happened and saw a woman rising.

	Not just any woman, but Audrey… or her exact double.

	Oh

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 

	

