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"With all my love to Patricia Valenzuela Rubiño.

	I hope destiny allows us to stay together for many years to come."

	 

	 

	 


"Ten gazes to behold the beauty that unfolds between a dream and a catastrophe."

	Vicente Huidobro.

	 


Prologue

	[image: Image]

	 

	 

	London, January 5th, 1885

	 

	Lady Hope was trying to calm her anxiety when she saw Tricia lift the hem of her pink dress and run towards the Serpentine Lake in the center of Hyde Park. It was the tenth time she had acted impulsively since they had left Rutland Residence. Now she understood why her Aunt Beatrice had kindly asked her to look after her during the afternoon. How was she going to buy everything her eldest daughter had asked for with such a whirlwind around? She shifted her gaze from her cousin to the companion lady. A feeling of pity arose within her upon seeing the woman’s exhaustion; her cheeks had turned a grayish hue. While contemplating how to temper Tricia's behavior until they returned, she reached into her silk purse with her left hand and pulled out a candy. The candy wouldn't cure the woman's fatigue, but the sugar might give her enough energy to endure a little longer.

	"Thank you so much, Lady Hope. You are an angel sent from heaven," she said, accepting the sweet.

	"I'm sorry your morning has turned into such a torment," Hope replied, pointing to a bench where the exhausted woman could sit for a few minutes.

	"I assure you, my days have been torture since Lady Tricia was born," she commented with a smile on her lips as she sat down. "But don't take it as a complaint. On the contrary! Seeing her so healthy makes me very happy. I still remember the sadness we felt when the doctor who attended her warned her excellences that she wouldn't be able to walk. Luckily, a miracle happened, and as you can see, not only does she walk, but she runs like a greyhound."

	"She has the strength of my uncle," she pointed out, turning her gaze back to her cousin.

	"And the courage of Lady Rutland," the lady concluded before putting the candy in her mouth.

	Both watched Tricia in silence. She walked along the lake's edge as if looking for the right place to jump into the water. Suddenly, she turned towards the pier and, after noticing that a couple had left a boat free, hurried towards it. At that moment, Hope's concern reappeared.

	"If you don't mind, while you regain your strength, I'll find out what she intends to do this time."

	"Please, if she insists on getting on the little boat, don't allow it. Lady Tricia could catch a cold from the lake's humidity," she requested, worried.

	"Don't worry, I'll do everything possible to prevent that from happening," promised Hope before setting off towards where her cousin was, speaking heatedly with a dock worker.

	Elegant, polite, reserved, distinguished, and shy were the adjectives commonly associated with her name. However, from the first minute of the walk with Tricia, her steps were not small and sure, but long and unstable. She also showed not a hint of manners or elegance; on the contrary, she had shouted like a market vendor to prevent her cousin from completing her purposes. How could her uncles not tame their daughter's wild nature? Weren't they afraid for her future? She was; in fact, she had prayed on countless occasions not to encounter acquaintances during the walk. So far, her prayers had been answered. At her age, it was not advisable for her to be discovered behaving erratically. What man would have the courage to court her when the rumor spread that her mind was disturbed? None with good intentions, certainly. Only those gentlemen desperate to attain her family's prestige and secure a prosperous future due to her father's connections would approach her.

	"Thank goodness you've come!" exclaimed Tricia when Hope stood by her side.

	"What's going on?" she asked, looking at the employee while adopting a calm and respectful demeanor.

	"Your daughter insists on renting a boat and sailing alone. I've explained to her that it's not possible, but as you can see, she doesn't listen," the man said, grabbing the boat's rope tightly and pulling it so Tricia would let go.

	"My... what?" said Hope, so astonished that her cheeks paled. Did she look that old? As far as she remembered, when she left her home, her face showed youth. However, it seemed she had aged after enduring the torture with Tricia.

	"She's my cousin, scatterbrain!" the girl shouted, still holding the rope. "And address us with respect! You're speaking to the daughter of the Baron of Sheiton and the youngest daughter of the Duke of Rutland."

	Hope wished the ground would swallow her when she heard the girl's words. Despite being sixteen years old, didn't she understand the concept of discretion? Wasn't she aware that her actions could cause certain problems for both parents? A horrible embarrassment overcame her. She felt heat from the tips of her toes to her forehead. Shame and desperation had reached their peak. She had never experienced such a humiliating situation in her life!

	"I apologize for my cousin's behavior," Hope said, trying to keep calm as she took some coins from her reticule. "I hope this is enough to appease the anger and torment she has caused," she added, showing what she had taken on her silky left palm.

	Tricia slowly turned her head towards her. Her face showed anger and surprise as she didn't understand why Hope was paying a man who had been so rude to her. Meanwhile, the employee smiled satisfied and gladly accepted the coins, although he didn't release the rope. He continued to hold it tightly because the girl hadn't let go either.

	"Tricia, please, let's leave here right now. I promise we'll do anything else you want," said Hope in a low voice so that the people walking nearby wouldn't hear her.

	"No way! Haven't you paid him for a service? Well, I want it right now!"

	"I'm not the right person to give you advice, but as you can see for yourself, the young lady needs a couple of smacks to correct that horrible behavior. If she truly is the daughter of the Duke of Rutland, his excellency must not be very pleased with this girl's character."

	Hope acted quickly and hugged her cousin around the waist, preventing her from jumping on the man. People turned towards them as Tricia began to kick, trying to hit the employee. Ashamed and angry at the scandal they were creating, she pressed her lips together, turned, and walked towards the bench where Mrs. Johnson was sitting with her face buried in her cousin's back.

	"Let go of me! I need to hit him! Who does he think he is to talk to me like that? I'm going to practice everything Evah taught me on that fool!" Tricia screamed, still kicking.

	"Enough!" shouted Hope as she lowered her. Then she turned her and put her hands on her shoulders to make her look at her. "Are you not aware of what you're doing? Look around you and understand the situation you've created! What will people think of us? What rumors will they spread if someone finds out who we are?"

	"I don't care about those people's opinions of me. All I care about is that man wasn't polite to me and that you, out of shame, gave him all the money you had," she grumbled.

	"Sometimes, to emerge victorious from a situation, you have to lose. Right now, if we manage to get away from here without causing another scandal, I'll consider it a minor loss," she explained in a low voice so they wouldn't be overheard.

	"Sometimes I can't understand you, Hope. Why are you so timid? What are you afraid of?"

	"When you're my age, you'll get the answers," she said before grabbing her right wrist and pulling her along.

	"You need to change that attitude!" Tricia insisted loudly. "You should learn from Josephine! Did she care what others thought of her? No! And neither did cousin Eric. But who will fall in love with a woman who can't even laugh in public for fear that her laughter is too scandalous?"

	"You're too young to understand why I behave this way," Hope grumbled, not slowing her pace.

	"I'm sixteen! I'm old enough to know that if you keep this up, you'll become an old prude!"

	"An old prude? When have you...?" Hope tried to ask, but she was left speechless as she felt a sharp pain in her left arm.

	Suddenly, her body began to shift to the left. The hem of her dress got caught on the tips of her boots due to the unexpected and abrupt movement. She noticed how the tree trunks stopped being in a straight line and leaned towards the opposite side of where she was falling. Even the lake seemed to take on the position of the sky! What was happening? What had caused her pain? What had she stumbled upon? Scared, she closed her eyes and didn't open them until she was lying on something soft and warm. The moment her eyelashes parted, she saw the face of a man in front of her. His green gaze looked at her with such anger that she couldn't react. Who was he, and what had happened for her to end up lying on a stranger in the middle of Hyde Park?
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	"Since they informed us that you will be the next inspector of Scotland Yard, your demeanor has become hostile and your words overflow with hatred," remarked Norman O'Brian, gazing straight ahead.

	That afternoon, when his friend and colleague Oliver suggested they watch over and protect Hyde Park, he immediately agreed. The park was an ideal spot for pickpockets and swindlers to commit thefts or cause serious altercations. He hoped there would be a hundred such cases during their surveillance, for only then would he soothe the anger he had been enduring since being informed that he would soon cease to be a foot agent.

	"If you're not satisfied, reject the position. I'm sure Mr. Hill won't take long to find another candidate who meets his expectations," Oliver insisted.

	"I'm not going to reject it. As you well know, becoming the next inspector is the reason I joined Scotland Yard," affirmed O'Brian, abruptly stopping. "However, I believe it's not the right time to accept it."

	"Isn't it?" Oliver asked, looking at him in astonishment.

	"No," he denied before resuming their walk.

	"Why?" Oliver persisted, walking behind him.

	"Because I haven't yet solved the case I've been working on for two months," he explained, furrowing his brow.

	"No one will be surprised if you continue the investigation when you change positions. Remember, you won't be the first boss who has a seat and doesn't remain in it for five consecutive minutes."

	Norman clasped his hands behind his back as he recalled his father's work before taking charge of his grandfather's companies. It was true that he didn't stay inside the office for more than twenty minutes and had closed many important cases thanks to the social power that the position offered him. But he didn't fancy that aspect of his future work. His reclusive nature was not suitable for attending dinners, meetings, or even parties. He would rather face an armed criminal than smile and dance a waltz!

	"What have you found out so far?" Oliver asked after walking in silence for too long.

	"The only evidence I've found is unreliable because everything points to the kidnappings being carried out by a woman. But how could she do it without being discovered?"

	"In my view, you're facing two possibilities. The first option is to consider that the young women knew their abductor and left willingly. The second option is that both were drugged and kidnapped."

	"What was the motive? What connection is there between them? Did a woman do it, or is it a man in disguise?"

	"There are too many unknowns," Oliver admitted.

	"I've already told you, it's not a good time for that promotion," O’Brian insisted.

	During the same night, two fifteen-year-old girls disappeared from their homes. No one knew anything about it. Not even their own families could talk about what the girls did in the days leading up to their absences. All he had on the table were hypotheses. This caused him a lot of stress, which in turn heightened his sour temperament.

	"Don't worry about anything, Norman, I'm sure you'll eventually find out who took them. Besides, it goes without saying that you can count on my help whenever you need it. Although you'll become my superior, our friendship won't disappear," said Oliver, patting him on the back.

	"If it were to disappear, I'd fire you immediately," he replied.

	"If I didn't know you, I'd think you were joking," commented Oliver, paying attention to what was happening in front of them.

	"You know I never joke," affirmed O’Brian as he observed the same situation as his friend.

	They stood still, their gazes fixed on the two women. Before approaching them, they needed to confirm that it wasn't another melodramatic scene from a theater company seeking spectators for the afternoon performance. It wasn't the first time that officers interrupted actors, mistaking the events for real and enduring endless ridicule from their peers. But as soon as they admitted that the situation was genuine, they both ran towards them. Norman was the first to reach them and, without hesitation, grabbed the blonde woman's arm. Before she could turn towards him, he pulled forcefully to release the brunette girl. Due to the roughness and surprise effect, they both ended up on the ground. Norman wasn't angry at finding himself in such an unseemly position. His anger stemmed from the confusion and innocence she expressed when she opened her eyes. Undoubtedly, he didn't let himself be swayed by those emotions. How many women had been arrested proclaiming their innocence only to be guilty of atrocious acts? Many since he joined the force. For that reason, when she placed her hands on the grass to rise, he seized her wrists, lifted her, and took advantage of the moment to stand up and leave her lying face down on the lawn. In that moment of action, he didn't pay attention to his prisoner's attire or the initials embroidered in gold on her silk gloves. He only focused on firmly holding her hands behind her back and pressing his right knee on a good portion of her buttocks.

	"Are you all right, Miss?" Norman asked Tricia after immobilizing the supposed kidnapper.

	"Yes... yes," the young woman responded, looking at Hope with astonishment and fear.

	"You can relax now, for the danger has passed," O’Brian insisted with a gruff but conciliatory tone.

	"If you say so," replied the duke's daughter, who was left in a daze.

	"Let me go! How dare you touch me?" shouted Hope after regaining some composure.

	"Stay still if you don't want me to squeeze your hands so hard they turn purple from lack of blood," Norman murmured after lowering his head and bringing his mouth close to his prisoner's ear.

	"Heavens!" exclaimed a person who had approached to see what was happening. "Is she a thief? Did she try to rob you, miss?" he added, looking at Tricia.

	"To be honest, she didn't steal anything from me. Her only sin was not letting me ride in the boat and trying to extort money. Otherwise, I have no complaints," she explained very seriously.

	"Tricia Manners, I swear I'll kill you!" shouted Hope upon hearing her.

	"You mustn't speak or move. If you don't do as I say, I'll throw you in a cell for a long time for obstructing justice," Norman warned her threateningly.

	"Release Lady Hope immediately!" shouted Mrs. Johnson upon arrival. "How dare you do this to Miss Cooper? Don't you know you're dealing with the daughter of Baron Sheiton?" she added, hitting Norman on the head with her hand. "Get off her! Stay away from her, you brute!"

	"O’Brian! Did you hear that?" Oliver asked after swallowing the lump in his throat.

	"Are you Lady Hope Cooper?" he asked without releasing her, as if he didn't believe anyone.

	"Of course she is!" insisted Mrs. Johnson.

	"Officer, I assure you I am Lady Tricia Manners, daughter of the Duke of Rutland, and the woman you have lying face down is the daughter of Baron Sheiton, also known as Judge Sheiton," Tricia intervened upon seeing that there were too many people around them and that her cousin wouldn't be able to bear the embarrassment of the situation.

	"I told you to get away from her!" thundered the lady's companion as she pushed him.

	The murmuring of the crowd grew louder. The singing of birds was barely audible. The leaves in the treetops swayed to the rhythm of the gentle wind. The lovers continued to sail in their boats on the lake. It seemed like a normal day, although for those surrounded by curious onlookers, it couldn't be defined as such. Tricia never thought she would live such an adventure with her boring cousin. Hope never thought she would end up with her face in the ground due to a misunderstanding. Mrs. Johnson was on the verge of a syncope. O’Brian couldn't believe what was happening, and his partner only thought that Norman would no longer be angry about the promotion, because once Judge Sheiton found out what had happened, he would discard him from the position.

	"Norman, friend..." said Oliver, noticing that his colleague still couldn't react.

	"What's going on, officers?" asked one of the people who had approached to observe the scene.

	O’Brian withdrew his gaze from Hope's back and fixed it on all the strangers who had gathered to gossip. His agile mind began to offer him a hundred ideas on how to save the situation, although it wouldn't be easy to hide Sheiton's daughter's identity or avoid a scandal.

	"Follow my instructions, only then can I help you emerge victorious from this disaster," he whispered to Hope.

	The woman didn't respond; she seemed to have lost consciousness due to the embarrassment she was suffering. However, he knew she was lucid and had heard him. Without wasting time, he released her wrists, knelt on both knees, and took off his overcoat. Then, he covered her head and most of her body. Next, he slid his right hand under the coat and found hers. When both hands clasped, he stood up and helped her to rise. Before anyone could see the woman's face, O’Brian covered it, placed an arm around her shoulders, as if he were her protector, and urged her to walk towards the park exit.

	"Head to the street and find a hired carriage!" he ordered Oliver, who was walking behind him with Tricia and Mrs. Johnson.

	His friend didn't hesitate for a second to obey him, because the situation required speed and efficiency. As the four of them moved forward, he searched for a couple of phrases to apologize. He didn't say them. He was so confused and worried that he was speechless. His state of desperation increased when he noticed that she couldn't stop trembling. Had he become so obsessed with the case that he assumed it was a kidnapping instead of considering it might be a family dispute? What consequences would this have in the near future? What would Judge Sheiton do when he found out what had just happened to his daughter?

	"Hope, don't worry, no one is watching us here," Tricia said once they had left the park and the crowd behind.

	"Heavens above! What a humiliating situation!" Mrs. Johnson kept repeating.

	Norman still couldn't speak. All he did was continue to protect the daughter of the baron with his body. He didn't even breathe a sigh of relief when Oliver appeared with a carriage. Nor did his anxiety dissipate after confirming that the daughter of the Duke of Rutland and the lady's companion got into it and drew the curtains to keep Lady Hope's identity safe.

	"Keep the overcoat," O'Brian said when she tried to take it off. "You can throw it away or burn it."

	Hope didn't respond. With her head hidden under the coat, she slowly climbed into the carriage. Oliver was the one who closed the door and ordered the coachman to take them to the Sheiton residence.

	"I hope this incident doesn't cause you too much trouble, although I'm afraid we'll soon find Judge Sheiton at Scotland Yard asking for you," Norman commented, still looking at the carriage.

	"I won't hide. I'll face him and accept all the consequences," he affirmed firmly before turning on his heel and walking towards the Police headquarters.
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	London, January 15, 1885

	 

	Hope stepped away from the window and walked over to the dressing table. When she noticed the luggage on the floor, she remembered her mother's warning that it should be packed before breakfast. It had been ready since the previous evening, but she hadn't mentioned it because she had something important to do that morning. However, the hours passed, and he didn't show up, which saddened her. She would have liked to see him before traveling to Haddon Hall. As usual, the five families planned to move to the country residence for Christmas and New Year's. At that quiet place, her uncles and her father would discuss contracts they intended to make while their wives and daughters took a break from the intense London life. That meant she wouldn't return until mid-January.

	She sat on the stool and looked at herself in the mirror. Days earlier, her face regained its serene expression when she realized that everything had calmed down. Perhaps the agent’s prompt decision was crucial for the news reports not to mention what happened in Hyde Park. She put her hands to her cheeks as she remembered the moment he threw himself over her. The confusion she felt then left her stunned. And the voice he used to threaten her chilled her heart. It wasn’t exciting to her at all! She disliked that severe and cruel tone. However, despite dispelling that unpleasant feeling, she was aware that the agent acted only with the boldness of a man seeking justice. Kidnap Tricia? That idea amused her. All she wanted was to take her cousin away from there to avoid a scandal, although she could have caused a much bigger one herself.

	"Lady Hope, your mother insists that you come down," a maid said after appearing in the room.

	Hope got up and glanced at the wardrobe. The coat was still inside since it was washed and dried. "You can throw it away or burn it," he had said. Although his words seemed sincere, she didn't want to choose either option. Despite all the confusion, he had helped her. Another person might have apologized and left her to her fate. That agent hadn’t. He quickly found a way to keep her safe and protected. "It’s the duty of a good agent," she thought every time she remembered how he covered her with the coat and drew her close to his body to shield her from curious looks.

	"Can you take the luggage downstairs and tell them I’ll be ready in ten minutes?" Hope requested.

	"Of course," the maid replied, hurrying to comply.

	Once alone, she walked to the wardrobe, took out the long black coat, and spread it over the bedspread. She made sure there wasn’t a single stain. Then, she stepped back, crossed her arms, and continued to look at it. It was a pity she couldn’t deliver it in person. She would have loved to chat with him to explain what excuse she had given her parents when she appeared disheveled with a man’s garment on. But her mother's urgency to leave prevented her. Suddenly, she came up with a way to convey all the information to him. Quickly, she walked over to the small desk near the window and grabbed some paper. She sat down and, with the pen in hand, thought about what she should write. She didn’t want her words to be sharp or misinterpreted. She just wanted to express gratitude and insist that he shouldn’t worry about his job. She smiled as she remembered the fear in the second agent’s voice when he found out who she was. Her father and his reputation as a stern judge... That had been very good for the family, as no one wanted to cause trouble to the relatives of such a powerful man. However, this time, she didn’t want any of them to think that their jobs were in danger. On the contrary! After hearing her out, her father promised her that he would find the agent and thank him. Although she feared that when they explained to him that the judge was looking for the person who met his daughter on Monday afternoon, he would think of all the bad things that could happen to him instead of receiving gratitude from him.

	With a smile still lingering on her lips, she began to write. She hoped that the decision for both of them to act as strangers if they were to meet in the future would be accepted. It would not only be favorable for him but also for her. It wasn’t appropriate for them to speak as old acquaintances in front of others. Such familiarity could lead to misunderstandings, and since she would soon be entering society in search of a husband, it would be another inconvenience to add to her long list.

	Once she finished and signed the note, she waited for the ink to dry. Then she folded the sheet into eight parts. She didn’t want the maid, whom she would ask to deliver it if he returned, to discover what was inside a pocket. Hope got up from the chair and hurried to the coat when she heard someone approaching her room. With her heart racing as if she were committing a sin, she hid the note and smoothed out the garment with her hands.

	"Your mother insists that you come downstairs."

	"I’ll go down right away," she replied, turning towards her.

	"Miss Park, could you do me a favor?"

	"Of course," she responded without moving from the door.

	"I need you to deliver this coat to its owner. He told me he would show up today, although I'm not sure what time he'll arrive. Can you return it to him?"

	"Do you remember the gentleman's name?"

	"No. As you can imagine, after the dreadful fall, I didn't think of anything except getting out of the situation unharmed."

	"I understand. But at least you heard that he would show up today to pick it up," she insisted on confirming.

	"Yes, I could hear that because he said it just before I got into the carriage," she replied, dismissing the maid's persistence. "Please, tell him it's been washed and he can put it on as soon as he receives it," she added just as she stood in front of the dressing table and picked up the small jar of balm. Although she didn’t need it because the bruises and pains had disappeared, she wanted to take it to Haddon Hall in case she needed to use it during her stay.

	"Don't worry, I'll be on the lookout for that gentleman's arrival and I'll return it to him," the maid replied firmly.

	Hope walked towards the door, but before leaving the room, she glanced at the coat again. She hoped he would show up, as he had done since the incident, and quickly find the note.
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	When he handed in the day's report, the clock struck five in the afternoon. Exhausted after a long day of monitoring and protecting his assigned district, he had one last task to complete. On the first day he decided to inquire about her well-being, he showed up at the Sheiton residence with a paper bag in his hands. Inside was a jar of ointment he used himself to relieve pain and heal bruises acquired during confrontations with villains. Without announcing his arrival, he left it at the main entrance and added a note addressed to "Lady Hope," hoping she would use it to ease her pain. This gift was not a plea for forgiveness. Since learning the truth, he was prepared to accept blame and face Judge Sheiton's wrath. However, several days had passed since the terrible misunderstanding, and neither had Judge Sheiton shown up at the police station demanding his head nor had he summoned him to his office.

	Norman left Scotland Yard and headed towards Lady Hope's residence. His sole purpose, just like the days before, was to see her. Although he doubted he would succeed this time, as the lady hadn't left the house since that afternoon. As he walked, he reviewed the scant information he had obtained. It didn’t seem real to him; people described her as an angel fallen from heaven. He concluded that people were terrified of Judge Sheiton and dared not speak ill of his family. Desperate, he turned to the only person in the world who feared nothing and no one: his grandfather. The moment he told him what had happened in Hyde Park, his grandfather's eyes widened so much that the glasses on his face looked tiny.

	"Who the hell are you saying you've treated like a common kidnapper?" he asked to confirm what he had heard.

	"The daughter of Baron Sheiton," he repeated. "Although, as I mentioned, it was a misunderstanding. Because of the case I'm working on, which involves several disappearances, I mistakenly thought Lady Hope intended to kidnap the girl she was with. That's why I acted impulsively."

	"What the hell is wrong with you O'Brians and the Coopers? Aren't you aware that you should stay away from each other?"

	"I deduce from your anger that my father also caused some trouble for the baron."

	"Trouble?! He held him in the dungeon and accused him of murder!" the old man thundered. Then, overcome by nervousness, he began to cough.

	Norman tried to end the conversation and calm his grandfather down, but he couldn't. He had to listen to the story in complete silence, as if he were a child in front of a strict teacher. Then he discovered that his mother's former husband might be the father of the baron's eldest son, that Cooper was accused and arrested for the death of his first wife. However, with the help of the Marquis of Riderland and the Duke of Rutland, they found out who the real criminal was and the motives behind it. When he heard the story, he locked himself in his room and reflected on his disastrous future. For now, he was just a foot guard, but soon he would become an inspector and would have to meet with Sheiton quite frequently. What would happen from that day on? Would he make his life hell? As far as he knew, the judge was always very fair, yet severe with the sentences of the prisoners. People praised him for his rectitude and morality. However, once he discovered who his father was and what he had done to his only daughter, maybe he wouldn't act justly...

	He stood still in front of the metal fence. Only on the first day did he have the audacity to approach the main door. After that, he always stayed away, contemplating the windows of the huge mansion. He didn't know if Lady Hope would peer out of any of them, but every time he saw movement behind them, he searched desperately. He crossed his arms and looked around. He didn’t mind staying there for a while if he could achieve his purpose in the end. His job had given him the patience he needed to achieve what he desired. Suddenly, something caught his attention. In the previous days, two of the three carriages owned by the baron remained parked at the back of the house. At that moment, he only found one. His mind began to think of all the reasons why they might have used it and became obsessed with finding out the truth. Had the woman's health deteriorated? Were they going to see Doctor Randall Moore? He was in charge of taking care of the family since the baron's eldest son fell in love with one of the doctor's daughters, and since then, the relationship between them had been unbreakable.

	Deciding to verify his hypothesis, he turned on his heels and looked around to figure out which direction to take to reach the doctor's residence. However, before taking two steps forward, he heard screams coming from someone. When he turned, his anguish increased upon discovering that they came from the baron's house. That protective, guardian-like, and dominant character coursing through his veins quickly emerged.

	Sir! Sir!" shouted a maid as she headed towards him. O'Brian approached her just as she opened the gate door. He stood still, looking at her impatiently. A hundred ideas arose upon seeing her so agitated. While she caught her breath, he observed that she was carrying his coat, the one he had given to Lady Hope to hide her. He averted his gaze from the garment and directed it towards the Sheiton's house. It remained tranquil and silent.

	"Good afternoon, how can I help you?" he asked once the maid straightened her back and looked at him.

	"Good afternoon, sir. I apologize for calling you in such an inappropriate manner, but I noticed your presence just as you were leaving," she responded, her voice interrupted by the sprint she had made to catch up with him.

	"Don't worry, I understand," he commented, still looking at the coat.

	"This belongs to you, right?" she said, lifting the garment towards him.

	"I suppose."

	"Lady Hope entrusted me with the task of returning it to you. She also asked me to thank you for lending it to her."

	"It was my pleasure," he replied, taking the coat and placing it over his right forearm.

	"The young lady wanted me to tell you that it's clean and you can put it on immediately," she clarified, noticing that the man wasn't concerned about the condition of his coat.

	But Norman wasn’t worried about whether the stains were still on it. All he was obsessed with was finding a way to inquire about the baron's daughter without displaying inappropriate behavior. Since they hadn’t been formally introduced, he didn't have the right to find out where she was and what she had been doing since she arrived. However, the desire to know the answers prevailed over protocol.

	"Lady Hope... is she alright?" he finally asked.

	"Yes. The young lady has recovered quite well from the stumble. In fact, today she woke up with enough strength to travel to Haddon Hall," the maid explained, now somewhat calmer.

	Alright, without much effort, he knew she had recovered and where she would be. Yet, he still didn't feel satisfied. Perhaps he was disappointed because he hadn't seen her. What was he looking for? A friendly chat? Did he want to ask her if she had used the ointment or to know the reason why the maid mentioned the word stumble?

	"When she returns, tell her I'm Agent Norman O'Brian and it was a pleasure to help her. You can also tell her that I'll be at her service if she needs anything."

	"Excuse me?" the maid asked with surprise. "Why would Lady Hope need your help?"

	"Sorry, I misspoke," he quickly corrected himself. "I’m so used to adding that phrase during conversations at work that I said it without thinking."

	But he had committed no error. He spoke sincerely, from the depths of his heart and with a purpose: that his words might reach her, even if it were through some trifling anecdote mentioned by the maid upon seeing her. They called it a "hidden message" in the force. And that was precisely what he intended.

	"I gather your work is so..."

	"I suppose you have many tasks to attend to, so I shall not detain you further," Norman interrupted the woman in the midst of her sentence. "Thank you very much for returning the coat, and I hope you have a good day."

	"Oh, indeed! I wish you the same," she replied, so confused and embarrassed that her cheeks flushed.

	With that, O'Brian turned and walked towards his home. During the walk, he pondered once again the conversation he had with the maid. Why had she gone to Haddon Hall? Did she wish to distance herself from London for fear of the rumors that may have arisen after that afternoon? Since she had not left her home, she was unaware that nobody was speaking of the incident. He searched for any significant news of that day, yet found nothing regarding the matter. So why did she decide to leave London? Did she wish to be away from him? Did she not want to see him outside her home to avoid malicious gossip? Or perhaps she left to lend credence to the excuse of stumbling. That might well have been why the baron did not request her presence. If she said she had tripped and he had assisted her, her troubles would have vanished.

	His gaze shifted from the path and fixated on the coat. He had ordered it to be washed, so that not a single trace of the incident remained. But why did he insist she wear it upon receiving it? Bewildered by the subtle command, he stopped in the middle of the path and, after removing his own coat, put it on. A delightful fragrance reached his nose as he did so. As if enchanted by that perfume, which he recalled smelling during the struggle, he raised the lapels and tightened them around his neck. Then he placed the previous coat over one forearm and slipped his hands into the pockets, as if they had grown cold.

	"What the devil?" he muttered under his breath as he felt his right hand fingers touch something. Quickly, he retrieved the paper from within and, paying no heed to the passing glances of the people around him, unfolded the note and began to read it.

	Dear Sir,

	(Please forgive my lack of proper respect, as I cannot recall your name or your surname).

	I wish to inform you that the ointment has reached me. Thank you very much for your concern, although it was unnecessary. Furthermore, I do not believe it would be prudent for you to appear in the vicinity of my home, as it may lead to misunderstandings between us. If you have done so to ascertain whether I disclosed the incident to my father, you may rest assured. Upon arriving at my residence, I realized that my conduct in Hyde Park may have aroused suspicions of wrongdoing. Therefore, I informed my family that I had simply stumbled and that an officer had kindly assisted me in extricating myself from the predicament.

	As you will acknowledge, this is but a trivial episode in our lives, nothing that should interfere with our future interactions. Hence, I implore you to continue with your duties, and should fate decree that our paths cross again, let us act as strangers. I hope you will acquiesce to my decision.

	Yours faithfully,

	Hope Cooper

	Upon finishing reading the letter, Norman’s desire to learn more about the baron's daughter intensified.

	 


II
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	London, February 14, 1885

	 

	The appointment ceremony took place inside Scotland Yard, as the sky dawned covered in gray clouds, foreboding rain before noon. Under the watchful eyes of his parents, grandparents, and colleagues, Hill placed the new badge on Norman's chest. He remained composed throughout, as if the current position didn't matter to him, although he was very excited and nervous. Despite the uncertainty he had endured since the end of the previous year, the first goal of his life had just been achieved. He raised his right hand to salute his superior. Meanwhile, the other remained in the left trouser pocket, where he kept Miss Cooper's letter. Since the day he found it in the coat, he carried it with him as if it were a talisman.

	After receiving congratulations for the promotion, his parents, grandparents, and he headed to St. Bartholomew the Great Church. There they celebrated a mass in honor of Norman. It was the only wish demanded by his grandmother Florence, and none of them dared to refuse it. The next destination was the Metropole Hotel, located at the corner of Northumberland Avenue and Whitehall Place. A gift from his grandparents that he couldn't refuse. There they would offer a small banquet to the rest of the family and friends who could not attend the appointment. During the carriage ride, his father, in addition to mentioning how proud he was to follow in his footsteps, gave him countless pieces of advice to endure the new position. His mother, on the other hand, reminded him that he should not stay in the position for too long, because she wished for him to take responsibility for directing all the Campbell-owned companies in the near future. Fortunately, his grandparents intervened quickly, and the conversation was settled before it became an argument. He adored his mother, but his aspirations were very different from hers. He didn't know how long he would stay at Scotland Yard, but he was sure he would not leave without becoming a legend, just like his father had been.

	When the carriage stopped in front of the hotel facade, Norman and his father exited first. While his mother straightened her dress skirt, he helped his grandparents out. He smiled to see his grandfather frowning as he offered his hand. Despite his age, he still thought he had the agility and arrogance of a young man. Nevertheless, he reluctantly accepted the support.

	"Doesn't it seem marvelous to you?" asked his grandmother Florence as she gazed at the entrance. "They say it will be the most important hotel in London and that in the future, events will be held here that will change the course of the world."

	"In what news outlet have you read that information, dear?" replied grandfather Norman, offering her his arm.

	"In The Times, of course," she answered with a splendid smile.

	"I suspected as much," declared the old man before they both headed towards the entrance.

	In second place walked his parents, watching over and protecting the elderly couple. But as always, they had no mishaps and entered the lobby showing superiority in their advanced age. Norman was amazed by the strength and fortitude of both. At home, when no one was watching, the two complained of aches and pains or the ravages of old age. However, once they attended family dinners, social banquets, or gatherings with friends, those ailments miraculously disappeared.

	"Good Lord! Look up!" exclaimed Florence excitedly.

	The four of them raised their faces and observed a huge glass dome. It was so majestic that it left customers speechless. When the five of them tore their eyes away from the glass ceiling, they observed the interior and admitted that the hotel was as impressive as it was grand. They couldn't swear that in the future, the meetings mentioned by The Times would take place, but they could predict that high society would do everything possible to book the halls and rooms of such a sublime place.

	"Good morning, Mr. and Mrs. Campbell?" asked a man dressed in an elegant and pristine black suit as he approached them.

	"The same," replied grandfather with a grin from ear to ear as he heard his son-in-law curse him again. Since his daughter married Michael O’Brian, the most important pastime of his life was to turn his into a torment.

	"The hotel management thanks you for choosing us to celebrate such an important moment. We hope everything meets the guests' approval. If you have any problems, please inform any employee you find in the hall. I inform you that the guests have been greeted with a welcome drink and that the hired musicians will play after lunch."

	"Perfect," said Florence, affectionately squeezing her husband's arm.

	"If you would be so kind as to follow me, I will show you the way."

	"Step forward, young man," ordered grandfather Norman impatiently.

	They walked behind the man in silence, observing their surroundings. If they had been astonished by the lobby, what they discovered next did not disappoint them. Gleaming marble floors, dark leather armchairs, meticulously varnished mahogany tables, immense shelves filled with books that would drive any avid reader crazy, velvet and silk curtains, crystal chandeliers, and an incredible new scent in the air.

	The five stopped when the employee did. In silence, he pointed out the hallway they had to walk through and the door to the hall where the guests were waiting for them. Grandfather Norman reached into his jacket pocket with his right hand and tipped the young man generously. Then the worker bowed and left.

	"Don't you think it's the perfect place to celebrate a wedding reception?" Florence blurted out after turning to her grandson to look him in the eye.

	"It's not the right time to look for a wife. My son must worry about his new position," Michael replied quickly.

	"It would be great," grandfather Norman intervened. "And in one of the suites, you could conceive the first Campbell great-grandchild," he added cunningly.

	"Error. In any case, it would be an O’Brian. This man always forgets that I am the father!" grumbled Michael. His comment was rewarded with a gentle nudge from his wife.

	"Promise me," Florence insisted to her grandson, "that your first daughter will be named Florence. It would be a great gift for me."

	"If it's a boy, he must continue the tradition of being named Norman," the grandfather added audaciously.

	"According to tradition, he must be named Michael, like the grandfather," Michael intervened again.

	"That name is horrible for my great-grandson," grumbled the old Campbell.

	"It's not the time to mention those kinds of matters," April agreed when she was sure that conversation would have a tragic ending. "We all must focus on the present and act accordingly. I remind you that there are more than sixty guests waiting for us in the hall," she added, squeezing her husband's arm.

	"Open your eyes wide, dear. You might find your future wife among them," exclaimed Florence excitedly before clutching onto her husband and urging him to walk.

	Norman touched Lady Hope's letter again as he walked behind the two couples. He didn't know if she would attend the banquet. He didn't have the courage to ask his mother if the Coopers had accepted the invitation. So far, every time a ceremony led by Scotland Yard was held, the judge attended without fail. Anxiety gripped him as he remembered that the baron didn't show up for his appointment. Or perhaps he did, but didn't approach to congratulate him. Did he want to keep his family away from the O'Brians? That would explain why he hadn't seen her since returning from Haddon Hall. Despite walking past the judge's house again, as if he were a wanderer with no direction, he couldn't see her. Did the baron forbid any contact with the son of the man who imprisoned him? Did he hold a grudge? If her excuse was true, showing up like that and wearing a man's coat, the judge would have sought out the person who helped his daughter. However, it had been over two months since the incident and he still hadn't heard a single word from the baron. Did he discover her identity and that's why he remained silent?

	The desire to uncover the truth became so overwhelming that he felt a strong pressure in his chest. He needed to talk to Lord Sheiton as soon as possible and clear up any misunderstandings. He couldn't allow the problem between their parents to affect them. He wanted to get closer to her, discover her true personality, inquire about her future plans, and, if luck was on his side, establish a good friendship so they could both forget what had happened. As his father said, it wasn't the time to seek a wife, but to focus on work to achieve his next goal. However, despite the strong conviction to maintain a cordial relationship with Lady Hope, as soon as
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