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To my ladies, with love.

	You’re my compass in this never-ending journey.

	 


 

	“True love comes quietly, without banners or flashing lights. If you hear bells, get your ears checked.”

	Erich Segal
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	Tilbury’s port, London, 20th of April 1885

	 

	When it was impossible to see around her, she drew her right arm to her face and dried it using her sleeve. Since she found out about the boat’s arrival, Yeng and she had been perfecting a plan to access the ship. They didn’t overlook a single tactical detail, they even decided what to do were they to be discovered. Nevertheless, neither of them considered something as crucial as rain, and the possible inconvenience they may have to face because of it. Even then, they’d go on.

	Evah looked away and stared at the tip of her boots, moving them slowly to confirm that they’d offer her the support she needed to keep her from falling. It wouldn’t be an ideal situation for her, or for her beloved father, to end up on the floor with a broken neck. She smiled when she remembered the last time she’d met with him. Before leaving for Sheiton Hall, he made her promise that she wouldn’t do anything strange while she was alone in London. Right before answering him, she crossed her fingers behind her back. She lied once again. But this time she had good reason to do so. If the information she’d received were true, a new supplier would arrive from Ireland that would fight to find a place among London’s merchants. And she wasn’t going to allow an Irishman to compete against her father’s business! That was the reason why she was on the roof of one of the harbour’s warehouses, waiting for the ship.

	She turned her face towards Yeng when she heard him whistle and she got ready to go down. The rain, despite being light, made jumping from one place to another rather dangerous. But nothing would stop her. She needed answers and she’d face any obstacle to find them. She carefully sat up and shook her head, signing to her friend. She then inspected the alternatives she had to get down from the roof and felt lucky when she confirmed that the barrels hadn’t moved from the side of the warehouse where she was. Without delay, she jumped towards them and extended her arms to keep her balance. Her lips drew a smile when she landed. The Bennett were known to be good athletes, and luckily for her, she’d inherited that ability instead of her mother’s clumsiness. Slowly, she used the barrels as stairs. When she reached the floor, she hid behind them and waited for Yeng. However, he didn’t get to her as fast as they’d agreed. He decided to advance to check that the path was clear. Even after all the things she’d taught him during her childhood, he still doubted she could get herself out of a conflict. Evah didn’t distrust her abilities, considering that if she was unable to escape danger fighting with her hands, she could always use her feminine wiles. What man wouldn’t take pity on a lost young woman who cries without consolation? Her grin widened at the thought. Until that moment, the only person who hadn’t fallen for her innocent lies had been her father. “Witch cry,” he’d called them more than once. And he had never been mistaken when he classified her tears as untrue, except for one occasion. That day, her sorrow was real because it had been very hard for her to admit that the person she loved had abandoned her. But the blood that ran through her veins relaxed her, and ever since then, not only her character but also her heart had gotten stronger.

	“There are people inside,” Yeng informed. “I think we should leave the plan.”

	Evah looked at him, astonished. He thought they’d back out. They couldn’t. Not considering all the consequences they’d have to face were they to go home.

	“We’ll go through with it,” she affirmed after placing a calming hand on her friend’s right shoulder.

	“Your father will kill us. He will not remember that you are his only daughter and I am the only Chinese working for him. He will simply kill us with his bare hands,” he commented, worried.

	“We won’t enter the ship’s hold as we’d planned. We’ll focus on a quick inspection of the deck. We may find there a clue to what the boat’s carrying,” said Evah with surprising calmness, as if she was going to the seamstress to have her measures taken for another dress, and not going to assault a ship.

	Yeng shook his head while he looked for an alternative to make her change her mind. He didn’t have the time to find it, because when he opened his mouth she’d already taken several steps forward.

	“May God protect us!” he whispered as he went after the lass.

	Hiding in the darkness, she came closer to the Irish boat. It was as big as her father’s La Liberté. But its wood was shiny, sturdy and brand new. Without abandoning her hiding spot, she looked at the mast. All the sails had been tied, except for a small flag with a coat of arms. Evah frowned as she glanced at it. She feared it was the merchant’s family crest, which he showed proudly. If she wasn’t mistaken, she’d soon make that Irish arrogance disappear! The moment she found out what materials it had carried, she’d speak to her father to act fast and all the merchant’s plans would vanish. While she imagined the new businessman’s anger, she heard Yeng’s heavy breathing on the back of her neck.

	“That silly Irishman’s forgotten to remove the auxiliary ladder,” Evah pointed at the ship’s frame. “He obviously hasn’t thought they could be robbed during the night.”

	“Only a madman would dare to go up while the crew is inside,” Yeng muttered.

	“I’m not mad,” she commented while she turned to face him. “I’m a good daughter who only wishes the very best for her father.”

	“I doubt that the marquis will attribute this irrational act to your good nature,” he pointed out, angry.

	“Undoubtedly, neither of us will confess how we got the information, remember?”

	“Yes,” he sighed.

	“In that case, stop making excuses and let’s go up that ladder. If we’re discovered, we’ll jump into the sea like we’d planned.”

	“The water will not prevent the impact from the bullets. I am telling you in case you have not considered that they might have weapons to protect the goods.”

	“I hate your pessimism!” she screamed while she rolled her eyes.

	“If you were having a glass of brandy in front of the fireplace, you would not have to listen to it.”

	“Alright! If you don’t want to come, you can stay here on watch. But rest assured that I will go on with the plan,” she claimed before heading towards the ladder that was hung by the starboard quarter.

	It took Yeng less than a second to catch up to her. He had to protect her, even if that caused him a million problems. John’s wife had promised him that time would stop the girl from being so reckless, that it would make her want to find a husband. She was wrong. After young Terry Spencer left London, Evah forgot the idea of marriage and focused on guarding the marquis’ business. They weren’t under threat, despite what the lass thought. They wouldn’t get ruined, not even in seven decades! However, he concluded that her obstination to save her father’s property had less to do with ruin than it did with keeping her mind away from heartbreak.

	“I told you so,” Evah commented happily when the both of them got into the ship. “Surely that Irishman is in his cabin, drinking and enjoying the pleasures of some tramp.”

	“What do you know about tramps?” Yeng demanded, his eyes so open that they appeared European rather than Asian.

	“Enough to know that they offer their body in exchange…”

	“Do not go on, I beg you. This conversation is over at this very moment. We will do the inspection and get away as soon as possible,” Yeng blushed with embarrassment.

	Evah smiled when she realised she’d achieved the result she wanted. Yeng would rather face danger than sit with her talking about the pleasures of the flesh. Nevertheless, he ignored that her knowledge of those matters could be wider than his. Terry had taught her well about the ways couples in love had fun when they were left alone. But she barely had any memories from those times. She’d probably erased them to prevent her from suffering. She clenched her fists at that thought. If she’d been another person, she wouldn’t have wasted the opportunity to marry him after what happened between them. But she didn’t marry him. Her pride made sure she’d be firm, that she wouldn’t get into a marriage that would end the both of them.

	“Duck!” Yeng whispered when he heard a noise.

	Her heart raced. Not because of fear, but due to the state of frenzy that took hold of her every time she was in a risky situation. Irrational. That was the way her mother described her as she insisted that she shouldn’t waste more time before choosing a husband. Of course, she didn’t understand the cause of her refusal, and she never would. Evah had decided to be a spinster, her father being the only man she’d ever loved. He’d replace the absence of a husband. Although she was sure he wouldn’t be pleased to find out she’d look for small satisfactions in the form of several lovers. Because that would be the only thing in her life that would shelter her heart.

	“Another boat is arriving,” Yeng muttered next to her. “This makes the mission more complicated. We must get out of here the sooner, the better. I doubt they will be compassionate if we are discovered.”

	She didn’t listen to him. All her senses were focused on the new ship. She couldn’t stop wondering who would arrive so late at night. At the same moment she decided to abandon the plan and go home, a masculine figure appeared on the deck of the latest ship. Evah was so paralysed she couldn’t take a step forward. Was it real? Were her eyes being deceived by the darkness? She blinked, trying to get rid of the mist that blurred her vision. Trying to confirm that he was a product of her imagination.

	“It is young Terry,” Yeng said, as surprised as she.

	“Yes, it’s him,” she affirmed, without being able to keep her eyes away from the man who had caused so much sadness in the past.

	Despite the time passed and his physical change, she’d recognised him immediately. He looked so much like his father that they could both be mistaken for the same person. There wasn’t a single trace of the skinny and beardless lad she’d met. He’d become a real man.

	“Evah,” her friend said to stop her thoughts and bring her back to reality.

	“I’m fine,” she assured without looking away.

	Expectant, he observed Terry’s strong grip on the ropes, to prevent falling due to the movement of the ship. He didn’t stagger as he looked at London’s highest roofs. Would he think of her? Was he wondering where she was at that moment? Why didn’t he write telling her he’d be back?

	“Evah, we ought to leave,” Yeng insisted. “This situation is too complicated for us.”

	She nodded. For the first time, she’d fulfil his wishes to forget about the plan. She didn’t do it because she was insecure, but because the bewilderment that had taken hold of her could lead them to the catastrophic ending her friend had anticipated. She looked away from Terry, who was still on deck, and she nodded once again to Yeng, confirming that she’d jump into the ocean after him. Squatting, she didn’t stop looking at her friend until she saw him crawling towards the port quarter. He jumped the moment he reached the side of the ship, without giving it a second thought. He was safe, just as he’d wished to be since he’d discovered the danger that was waiting for them. When she heard the impact of Yeng’s body against the water she tried to follow him. But she couldn’t do it without looking once again at Terry. When her eyes got back to him, she felt a strong pain in her chest. The reason why he hadn’t written to inform her was right in front of her. He wasn’t alone. Next to him was a woman, holding the hand he’d offered her. In case she still had doubts about the relationship between them, she hugged his waist and placed her head on his shoulder. Evah was so shocked she forgot where she was. She’d never thought they’d go back to what they had in the past. But she never thought she’d find out something that important in such a way either. Why hadn’t he been brave enough to tell her his heart belonged to another woman? Why had he been silent the past three years? She shook her head slowly, since that wasn’t the time to find answers to those questions. She took a deep breath and focused on a more important matter: Getting out of that boat. She quickly turned towards the part of the ship where her friend had jumped and started crawling. Terry’s arrival with a possible wife could be the tastiest gossip in high society, but it would be overshadowed by the scandal she’d cause if she was discovered.

	Thinking about everything that would happen if she didn’t leave the ship rapidly, she advanced through the deck until something stopped her. Slowly, she turned her face to her right arm. She didn’t flinch at the gigantic hand that was holding her, and she didn’t scream in fear either. She only let whoever was holding her lift her from the floor. She didn’t realise she’d closed her eyes until she noticed everything was completely dark. She cautiously opened her eyelids and discovered a wall of muscle standing before her. White shirt, that stuck to his body because of the rain, opened to his waist. She raised her chin to face her destiny. That questionable future had a beard that was too long, and a clenched jaw. His hair was messy, wet and light. A tall figure and eyes full of ferociousness.

	That’s how Evah described the reason for her unfortunate situation. She checked mentally everything she’d planned to do should she be spotted. She’d planned to cry and beg for mercy. However, the impact Terry had had on her didn’t allow her to behave like a clumsy girl in need.

	“Let me go!” she ordered. “You will face the consequences if you do not.”

	That man, with his fierce, serious and hermetical face, opened his eyes so wide she could see their shade. Blue. As blue as the sea on a sunny day. Suddenly, Evah saw the colossus smiling. His perfect white teeth were revealed, and she wished she could punch him so hard they’d fall out.

	“If I were in your situation, I’d ask for mercy. I don’t think it is the right thing to do to demand freedom from the person that’s found you snooping in his boat,” he said after a quick scan that confirmed that despite the boy’s clothing, the person before him was a woman. Was Evah her real name? That’s what her companion had said before getting into the sea.

	“I order you to release me,” she angrily insisted.

	“Darling, you’re not in a position to ask me such a thing,” he answered without letting go of her and drawing her so close to his body he could feel her trembling.

	“So far, I have not done anything,” she affirmed, proud, while she stared at him.

	“It is a shame that that ship will leave me without an answer…” He expressed after pointing at Terry’s boat.

	“I do not know what you are talking about,” she said as she moved her arm to free herself.

	“I know you’re lying, but I’m incapable of reproaching you for anything right now,” he said as he placed his left hand tenderly on the girl’s cheek.

	Those moments, when Evah felt his knuckles deliberately stroking her skin, were slow they could have lasted years, decades or centuries. Her eyes glanced at her captor, looking for a reason why he dared to touch her in such a caring way. To her understanding, that gesture meant nothing other than pity after catching her. He may even offer to take her to his cabin instead of reporting her to the authorities. Furious after concluding he was only trying to make the most out of the situation, she released the air in her lungs and took a step back, completely detaching herself. Just as Yeng had instructed her, she used her opponent’s confusion to twist her arm, forcing his fingers to let out of his grip. At the same time, Evah raised her right leg and kneed him on the side. Before hearing him whimper, she punched his strong abdomen. She felt a strong pain in her fist, as if she’d hit a rock. But she didn’t complain. Her right hand, finally free from his hold, stroked the titan’s neck. She didn’t hit him on his Adam’s apple, since she would have killed him instantly, but on the vein where blood flowed quickly. Suddenly, the stranger’s eyes rolled. He’d be unconscious for a few minutes. Just what she needed to escape. When she saw the huge body drop backwards she held onto his shirt to prevent his head from hitting the floor. But the man was so heavy he dragged her with him and she ended up lying on top of him. Instinctively, she placed her hands on that warm, strong and hairy chest to lift herself. The touch, so different from Terry’s, surprised her. What was happening to her? Why was she staying there instead of fleeing? Evah looked away from that chest and glanced at his face. Despite the poor lighting, he seemed quite attractive. The size of his nose was normal, at least. Confused, thinking nonsense when she should be focusing on the hazards that awaited her, she tried to get up. But her wrists were trapped once again.

	“If you don’t leave right now I swear I, Stephen Lynch, son of Callum Lynch of Ireland, will drag you to my cabin and you’ll spend the rest of the night in my bed,” he spoke after recovering conscience too fast.

	“I’d kill you,” she resolved.

	“You would, but with pleasure,” he claimed before letting her go.

	Evah was quick to react. He stood up and ran up to her jumping point. Before doing so, she wanted to look at Terry to confirm her eyes hadn’t deceived her. However, her eyes didn’t comply with the order and she stared at the man still lying on the floor.

	“We’ll meet again, love,” he promised with a smile on his lips.

	“Don’t even think about it!” She answered before jumping into the sea.
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	London, 23rd of April 1885

	 

	Stephen looked at his glass while he listened to the miserable conditions the greedy customer was presenting. He was the fourth he’d visited since his arrival, and just as the previous ones, Mr. Kilcher wanted to get the goods for a price well below their worth. That irritated him and made him lose his patience. Maybe his younger brother Brennan was right, and it wasn’t a good idea to show up in London. But he had to try. The Lynchs weren’t known for their defeats. They fought every adversity until they fulfilled their objectives.

	“I shall remind you, Mr Lynch, that I have on the port more suppliers. And given your situation, the offer I am making you is very generous,” the man expressed as if he were offering the best deal of his life.

	“Given your situation,” Stephen bitterly thought. He gulped the rest of the booze and placed the empty glass on the table. He had to calm down before telling the considerate buyer to go to hell. English people still thought they were under the same starvation as a few years back, and therefore were willing to drop their trousers for misery. It wasn’t the case. Ireland was slowly recovering and the only reason he’d gone to England was to resolve his family’s debt and give them the future they deserved. However, he was aware that if he accepted the proposal, he wouldn’t even get back what he’d invested on the ship.

	“It is good,” he declared, ignoring the desire to shout at him that he was robbing him. He stood up from the seat he’d taken in that luxurious office, and added: “One of the best so far.”

	“I have told you,” Kilcher claimed.

	“But you must understand that I need some time to give you my answer. As I have informed you, I have other proposals to take into account,” he calmly argued, because if the next buyer he planned to visit turned him down, he’d have no option but to guard his Irish pride and come back.

	“Take as much time as you need, but I shall tell you that your goods may devalue if it does not get out of the ship soon,” he answered, blushing after thinking that the man would sign the contract immediately considering what he’d found out about him.

	“I agree,” Stephen pointed out while he fastened the expensive suit he’d bought to visit his possible purchasers. He turned to the man and reached out his hand. “You will soon hear news from me.”

	“I will be waiting for them.” The handshake was so light that they barely touched.

	He seemed to reject any kind of physical interaction with him, as if his skin was poisoned. Despite that blatant disregard, Lynch didn’t erase his smile. He lowered his head slightly as if he was dealing with an aristocrat and headed towards the door. He was anxious to get out of that room before his filthy Irish hands strangled that stiff neck.

	“Two days, Mr Lynch,” the man decided at the last moment.

	“Two days,” he repeated as he exited the office.

	While he went down the long corridor, he observed everything he found on his way. Stephen resolved without much effort the reason for his wealth and prosperity. Mr Kilcher had no scruples, and he profited from people’s needs by offering peanuts to help them. If he thought he’d accept his offer without putting up a fight to get a fair deal he was not only greedy but also stupid. He wouldn’t allow that pettiness even if his life was hanging by a thread. He clenched his fists and advanced towards the exit as he considered his next objective. As he’d heard, nobody knew for certain when the Marquis of Riderland would come back to London. He didn’t care how long it’d take him because he would be waiting. What he was carrying in his boat wouldn’t perish neither in two days nor a week. And while he waited for his last option, he’d focus his strength on finding out who was the young woman that had appeared at his boat. At the thought of her, he nearly forgot about the tragedy that was falling upon him.

	“Judging by your face, I suppose you didn’t get what you wanted.”

	Aidan Doyle, who had been a father to him since the powerful Callum Lynch died, was waiting for him, his arms crossed and his back resting on the front fence. Stephen couldn’t understand how a man his age could stand without moving for such long periods. It may have been his patience, which he didn’t possess, or the fact that he’d survived so many tragedies, which granted him an infinite serenity and confidence.

	“No,” he answered after a long sigh. “He’s offered peanuts, just like the previous ones.”

	“Be patient, boy. I can guarantee you that in life everything ends up falling into place, even if it is later than we’d like,” he expressed to calm down his bad humour. “If you want, while we wait for the big offer, we can talk about the information I’ve received.”

	“What have you found out?” He finally asked as they headed back to the harbour.

	They didn’t have much money, so they couldn’t rent a carriage, which forced them to walk everywhere. Stephen was aware that not having a vehicle was bad for his image since it confirmed his critical economic situation. But he decided to invest the shillings his sister-in-law had gifted him in the suit and shoes he was wearing. It didn’t seem to have been a good idea nevertheless, as everyone looked at him like his clothes were ragged and dirty.

	“Nothing about the people that got into our boat. However, I’ve found out who arrived on the night ship.”

	“Who?” He was impatient.

	“Terry Spencer. The Count of Crowner's first-born son.”

	“One of the Marquis’ associates,” Stephen resolved. He squinted his eyes, remembering that the lass had forgotten about her intentions when he saw the boat.

	“Precisely,” Doyle said.

	“That’s not important to us,” Stephen tried not to show a single emotion.

	Nevertheless, he felt his heart racing. That woman… He had to find her, find out who she was and make her confess what she was doing there. Had they been hired by one of his possible buyers? Tiny wrinkles formed around his eyes due to the annoyance. Instead of catching her, and doing everything in his hand to make her say what he wanted to know he behaved like an idiot. All his anger had disappeared the moment he realised she was a girl and not a man he could beat. For that reason, all his concern for finding out the reason for their appearance had vanished. And to add more nonsense to the vast list of incongruences, he’d wished to hug her and calm her worries. When he tried to adopt the role of an annoyed man, she pulled herself together and kneed him. He was left speechless, even more so after the last hit he received. How was it possible for a girl like her to bring down a man his size with a single blow to the neck? He was instantly knocked out. Not even the best fighter in his town would have beaten him in such a way. Despite that, he was willing to redo the moment if she fell once again on top of him. The wrinkles in his eyes disappeared when he remembered her lying on top of his body. The warmth of those tiny hands on his chest, the movements of her delicate fingers when she touched him, and the smell of fresh-cut citrus he could still notice. It caused him such excitement that he’d gladly set aside the collars of his worn-out shirts to let her punch him as she wished.

	“I suppose the marquis planned to marry his only daughter to the count’s son. But by the looks of it, he’s come back with a pregnant wife,” Aidan concluded his hypothesis.

	“A daughter? I thought Riderland didn’t have any offspring,” he pointed out. “That information can make everything much easier,” he added with a smile.

	“Don’t you dare come near her!” He warned him when he noticed his friend’s face.

	“I haven’t come looking for a wife, but rest assured that seducing the daughter of the only man who can save us looks very tempting.”

	“It’d be a waste of time. They say the lass is not suitable for any husband and for that reason, she pushes away all her suitors,” Doyle continued, hoping Lynch would forget about that far-fetched thought.

	“Why?”

	“Because she’s a Bennet,” Aidan resolved. “And now, let’s focus on the second most important task of the day. I need you to describe the men who assaulted you again. How was the one that attacked you? Tall or short? Was his hair light or dark? Every time I remember you lying on the deck moaning in pain I can’t stop laughing. What happened that kept you from dodging the blows?” He asked, giggling.

	“I’ve told you a million times, I was off-guard,” he insisted, trying to make him understand.

	“Off-guard?” He chuckled. “Weren’t you there to catch them? What put you off-guard?”

	“The count’s son's arrival,” he commented as he clenched his jaw.

	He wasn’t lying. He’d placed the bait while he waited for the possible thieves to easily get into the boat. He observed the two figures moving around his ship. He listened to them talking and was astonished to hear a woman’s voice. Later, when he was about to seize them, he noticed she was standing very still staring at the newly arrived boat. After that, his plan to face the robbers was erased from his mind.

	“They know each other,” Stephen muttered when he realised the reason why the girl had behaved so strangely.

	“What did you say?” Aidan hadn’t heard him.

	“I was telling you that it’s vital for us to know the marquis’ partners. While we wait for him to come back from his trip we can study their customs,” he quickly answered.

	“The count of Crowner is the only one in London. The rest left for Sheiton Hall. It seems that the three men travel together to help the baron’s son win over his sweetheart,” he patiently explained.

	“In that case, we mustn’t delay our visit to the count. I’m sure he can offer us an answer,” Stephen persevered on his new idea.

	“Have you paid attention to anything I said? The last thing that man would want to do is meet a merchant that bragged about carrying gold when in reality it is nothing but coal,” Doyle hardened his voice.

	“Coal is essential for the functioning of the railway. And in case you don’t know, right now is more valuable than gold,” he tried to make him understand.

	“I don’t underestimate the relevance of our goods, Lynch. I’m only attempting to make you see that it’s not right to visit him during the early days. I reiterate: He’s just discovered that his heir’s married a French woman and he’s about to be a grandfather. If it’s true that the marquis and the count had agreed to marry their children, he won’t be pleased that the alliance is broken.

	Stephen was quiet for a few seconds. While his lips were sealed, his mind couldn’t stop thinking about the girl called Evah. Was she a lover to the count’s son? It didn’t seem unlikely. He was well aware of what the high society did with arranged marriages, and according to his friend, the case was similar. His curiosity to confirm his conjecture grew until it made him want to punch the air. But he had to remember the reason why he was in London, and that didn’t involve the spite of an abandoned lover. He took a deep breath, as if it’d help him relax. Undoubtedly, it was useless. He could only think about what kind of relationship they had.

	“Do you mind if we go to a canteen? I have a dry throat,” Doyle expressed to make his friend forget about whatever was making him harden his countenance.

	“We aren’t in the position to waste the little fortune we carry in our pockets. The best thing to do is go back and keep an eye on the ship,” he said with apparent calmness.

	“I don’t know what the hell’s happened to you Lynch. Since we arrived you look like a different man,” Aidan claimed, looking at him askance. “Do you want me to find a doctor? Maybe the beating was more serious than we thought.”

	“No,” he stopped in the middle of the street, “I don’t want you to fetch anyone. The only thing I need to do is protect the stock and talk to the marquis.”

	“I know, but we must be patient,” he insisted.

	“Patience is not my strongest virtue,” Stephen resumed the walk.

	“Well, you must be patient now. In case you haven’t noticed, these people live a life far different from our own. It seems that time’s stopped for them.”

	“When the well-being of my family is at stake, the passing of the hours is important,” Stephen concluded the conversation.

	They’d return to the boat and they’d survive on what they stored in it until the marquis' arrival. The moment Riderland set foot in London, he’d be behind his back, asking for a meeting. The only possibility to help his own was near and he couldn’t get distracted by the girl named Evah, or confirm if she’d been a lover to the count’s son.
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	Saturday, 25th of April 1885

	 

	Roger read his newspaper quietly. He wished to find out what had happened in his absence. Nothing caught his eye, other than an Irishman looking to sell his merchandise. He wrinkled his forehead due to boredom and overlooked several pages that didn’t interest him. He only needed to know what the social column said about the marriages of his friends’ children. If it didn’t offer a thousand painful speculations to explain the reason why they took place so soon, William and Frederick would be reassured. Otherwise, he’d tried to keep away from it until the weddings. However, when he reached said page, he bitterly discovered that they barely mentioned Elliot or Eric. The scoop was Terry Spencer, Leopold’s son. Apparently, he’d arrived a few days back with a pregnant wife. His face was ashen. Did Evah know about the news? She couldn’t know, otherwise, she’d have told him the moment he set foot on their home the previous evening. He threw the paper on the table and looked at Evelyn. She was having breakfast, unaware of the event. How would his wife react? He hoped she’d be reasonable since she’d be the only one in the family who wouldn’t wish to kill the boy.

	“What’s the matter?” She asked when their eyes met.

	“Terry’s back from France,” he announced.

	“Finally!” She left her coffee cup on the saucer.

	“Don’t be so relieved, Evelyn,” he said as he stood up. “The kid’s appeared with a wife, and she’s with child.”

	“Good Lord!” Her eyes were wide open. “Are you sure about that?”

	“It’s the juiciest news in the social chronicle. They barely mention that two spectacular weddings will take place soon. Nothing’s as important as that scoundrel’s return and our daughter’s situation,” the anger made him grit his teeth.

	“We must stand by her side at all times. You know what may happen and how she’d behave,” she expressed, worried.

	“Evah won’t do anything. She’ll accept what’s happened and she’ll fight to keep her honour from being affected,” he was serious when he spoke. “However, my role as a father is to visit the boy and hear an explanation on the matter.”

	“Before you grab him by the neck to strangle him, you should speak calmly with him. I’m sure he’ll argue to convince you.”

	“Convince me?” Roger roared. “Convince me on what? He abandoned my daughter and she’ll have to face social humiliation!”

	“Please, calm down. We’ve talked about that several times and we both knew that after a year without news from the lad, what happened was inevitable. The best for Evah is to rest easy,” she patiently expressed.

	Roger clenched his fists. As he’d imagined, his wife would be the only person in the world to understand the situation. But he feared that her benevolence wouldn’t come to fruition. She’d be unable to hold Evah’s anger back. Just like him, she’d look for revenge, which would only be achieved once they saw that traitor’s blood.

	“I’m going to talk to her,” he took a step towards the door. “I want to tell her what’s happened.”

	“Don’t you dare!” Evelyn shouted as she stood up from her seat. “I doubt you’ll appease her. I’m sure you’ll come up with a way to make him pay. I know you, Roger,” she pointed at him. “Just as I know my daughter. I’d bet my head that you’ll both do something that will harm us all.”

	He drew a big, malicious smile. Yes, Evelyn was right. Once his daughter found out about the terrible ending to her love story, they’ll both come up with a way to scold him.

	“The last thing our daughter needs is another scandal. First of all, she must be prepared for the social repercussions this break up will have,” she expressed to make her husband forget about the idea. “As you well say, the Bennettmust not show weakness, but strength. If Evah doesn’t take Terry's decision, her life will be over.”

	“I’m not going to allow that,” Roger said, his eyes red with fury.

	“I know,” Evelyn expressed after going to his side. “For that reason, let me talk first to her. She’ll need a shoulder to cry on and yours isn’t suitable.”

	“Every tear my daughter sheds for that fool’s decision will turn into a punch to his face,” Roger threatened.

	“Remember the count and you have a merchant contract, and it wouldn’t be fair to see it destroyed over something so silly,” she insisted.

	“My daughter’s happiness is not silly,” he muttered.

	“Roger, I also suffered a heartbreak, do you remember? But then you appeared and my sorrow vanished. Fate is uncertain, my love. Today, you may think your world is over and tomorrow, by a magic spell you meet the person that makes you question the worth of everything. You realise nothing mattered and the past is forgotten. That person will create the lost hope,” Evelyn persevered cupping her husband’s face. “Think again, please. Don’t let your rage take hold of our daughter’s heart.”

	“She’ll have to face all the rumours this situation will cause, and it won’t be easy for her,” he said, full of regret.

	“For that reason, I insist we must be cautious to spare her from more issues. The attitude we ought to adopt now is not the one you think,” she was serene.

	Roger took a deep breath. Calmness appeared when he let the air out. Evelyn was right. He couldn’t push his hate on Evah. The girl would have enough on her plate once she found out about the news, and it wouldn’t be fair to poison her heart. He had to stay out of it, but always next to her in case she needed him. When she assumed the pain, when she stopped thinking about the lad, they’d talk about what she wished to do. And he’d be there for her.

	“Alright. I’ll let you speak to her. But if you can’t calm her sadness, I’ll take your place and I’ll do everything she asks me to,” he finally gave in.

	“She’ll take it with dignity. She’s a Bennett,” Evelyn said before tenderly kissing him on the lips. “Continue with your chores, I promise I’ll keep you informed,” she added before heading towards the door.

	She had to get out before her husband changed his mind because if the both of them talked, her daughter’s life would be threatened. However, when he placed her hand on the latch, the door suddenly opened.

	“I am sorry, milady,” Anderson said when he saw her standing before him. “I must talk to the master.”

	“You appear in the perfect moment,” she expressed. “I hope it’s good news.”

	“I would not know about that,” the butler stated, staring at the marquis.

	“May God protect us all!” Evelyn exclaimed and left the room in a hurry.

	Anderson stood under the doorway looking at his master. Before the paper got into his hands, the staff knew about the announcement. The young Bennett had told them when they asked her why she angrily wandered around the house. They were astonished when they heard her and everyone looked at her in fear. They knew that when the marquis discovered what had happened, the next sensational headline would announce the murder of the count of Crowner’s son.

	“What’s going on, Anderson?” Roger asked to break the tense silence between them.

	“A man wishes to talk to you. He says it is important,” he explained.

	“I’m not in the mood to meet anybody,” he turned his back to him. “Tell him to come another day.”

	“I cannot wait,” Stephen commented when he appeared.

	“Who the hell are you?” Roger roared as he turned to face the door. “How dare you show up at my home demanding a meeting?”

	“Milord, I am Stephen Lynch. And I ask you to forgive my sudden visit, but I have patiently waited for your arrival and I cannot leave now that I have come,” he asserted.

	“Why?” Roger demanded after taking three significant steps towards him.

	“Because you are my last hope,” he sincerely answered.

	Riderland’s outrage vanished when he heard him. He looked at him head to toe and didn’t approve of his sloppy appearance. A beard of several weeks’ growth, dirty and worn-out clothes. His face showed tiredness and he could tell his empty stomach was roaring. For an instant, he thought about making him leave and not letting him get back until he was properly groomed, but he changed his mind. He had to know why he insisted on him being his last hope.

	“I have not finished my breakfast, so if you do not mind, the meeting will take place here, in the dining room,” Roger backed, allowing him to come in.

	“I have no objection, milord,” Stephen expressed.

	“Anderson, have some tea, milk, a wine bottle and scrambled eggs brought. Mr Lynch and I are going to have breakfast together.”

	The butler opened his eyes in surprise after the marquis’ words. He hadn’t finished his breakfast? He thought he’d done that more than an hour before. He nodded and waited for the guest to get into the room to close the door behind him. After that, he heard the marquise yelling at her daughter. What would have happened this time? Thinking about the altered house, he walked to the kitchen to carry out the marquis’ orders.

	“Please, take a seat, Mr Lynch,” Roger said after sitting in his own chair.

	Stephen looked at the two empty chairs and decided to sit to the left of the marquis. He tried not to look for a long time at the delicacies on the table, but his hunger was bigger than the decorum he had to pretend. Despite that, he patiently waited for Riderland to hold his cutlery to begin the promised breakfast. When he did so, he couldn’t stop himself from filling a plate with bread, honeydew and several muffins. He didn’t notice the marquis was observing him until he looked away from the food. At that moment, his cheeks blushed as if he were a kid.

	“I have said we are going to have breakfast. You can begin, and eat as much as you like,” Roger calmly said.

	“I am grateful, milord,” Stephen answered. After taking a bite of cake, he felt his stomach bursting with joy.

	“Why have you said I am your last hope?” he asked when the lad ate the first muffin.

	“Because you are a just man and you will pay me rightly,” Lynch declared after wiping his lips with a napkin.

	“What is it that I am going to pay?” Riderland squinted his eyes.

	“What I am carrying in my ship,” he explained.

	“Are you the Irishman the papers talk about?” he demanded with a mixture of astonishment and bewilderment.

	“Guilty,” he said with a mischievous grin.

	“What do you carry?” he insisted.

	“Coal.”

	“From Ireland?” he questioned, looking him in the eye.

	“No, from Europe.”

	“How did you get it, Mr Lynch?”

	“I got it truthfully, milord,” he swiftly defended himself. “I have not stolen it,” he insisted to clarify.

	“I am not accusing you of being a thief. I am only trying to find out where it comes from and why you have it. If I buy it, I ought to know the story of the merchandise,” he repeated to make him understand.

	“I seriously doubt you will believe me, milord, but I can guarantee you that the story I am about to tell you is true,” he pointed out as the butler asked permission to come in.

	When the marquis granted it, he appeared with two jars and a bottle of wine. Stephen tried to hide how much he wanted to drink a glass of warm milk. He tried, but he failed. When the butler placed the wine on the table and offered him both jars, waiting for his decision, he rapidly pointed at the one he wanted.

	“Thank you, Anderson. You can leave,” Roger said to his servant since he didn’t want him to see the Irishman’s need, despite him being completely trustworthy.

	“Yes, milord,” the butler answered.

	Without noticing the guest, he got out of the room as he’d gotten in: discreetly and in silence.

	“I am thankful,” Stephen uttered when he understood the marquis’ intentions.

	“You do not have to thank me. A long time ago, I went through a similar situation.”

	“Nobody would be able to tell,” he said, relaxed.

	“Some things are better left in secret,” Riderland determined while he laid back on his seat.

	“I understand,” Stephen admitted.

	“But now it is not the time to talk about secrets. If my memory does not deceive me, before the interruption, you were going to confess how you got the coal you keep in your ship.”

	“In a card game,” he finally revealed. “I am not pleased to say that I waited until the appropriate moment to involve myself in the game. But I guarantee that I did not have another choice. My family needs me and neither honour nor pride will stop me from helping them.”

	“Did you trick your opponent?” Riderland stood up from his chair. Not because he was crossed, but because that situation reminded him of a similar one he’d lived with Evelyn’s brother. He’d won a wife and Lynch coal to sell.

	“No, I promise I did not cheat. I earned it truthfully,” Stephen persevered.

	“Why have you decided to travel to London to sell it? I suppose there are good buyers in Ireland as well,” he stood behind the chair where Evelyn used to sit and stared at him.

	“It is true that my people are recovering from all the suffering we have experienced in the past. But there still are not providers that can pay fairly.”

	“How much are you asking for your goods, Mr Lynch?”

	“Before fixing a price, I would like you to take a look. I do not think it is right to sell you something you have not seen,” he said before taking a last sip of warm milk.

	“Chose a date and time. I promise I will be there,” Roger considered the conversation finished. The man not only had filled his stomach, but he’d also caught his attention.

	“Today at noon? I do not have much to do and I will be free to show it to you,” Stephen stood up from his seat.

	“I understand
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