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	Liverpool borough’s Port, England, January 7th, 1808

	 

	This morning was not developing as he expected. 

	Every time a boat arrived at the port, the local taverns, brothels, and adjacent markets would fill up with crewmen, travelers, and anxious citizens. Everyone looked to get the finest silk available, please their sexual desires, or fill themselves up with the best rum they could afford. Without a doubt, these were the best days of his life, thanks to the profit obtained from clandestine fights which helped him survive until the next ship arrived. But deep down, he feared he wouldn’t be as lucky on this occasion. 

	The vessel that docked before dawn resembled a ghost ship, with no visible movement in or out of the structure. Not even a single crew member was in sight, any men looking for a gig, or a prostitute outside their brothels. The only person taking a stroll here was him. 

	Lionel looked up and cursed the wind. There was not a single doubt that the only culprit was time itself. The white clouds in the sky, the quick temperature drop, and the northern breeze indicated snow would arrive soon, and no one in their right mind would like to remain outside when that time came. But he didn’t fear the cold; he feared the day he wouldn’t have enough to eat. 

	 Slowly, he placed his right hand in his old coat’s pocket to take out the only couple of pennies he had left, looking at them with worry. His fortune, all his miserable savings, could fit in one hand. How would he be able to survive? 

	Annoyed at the bad luck that started as soon as he left Beresfort Manor, he placed his pennies back into his pocket and looked at The Noisy Parrot, a tavern located at the end of the street. It was his only choice. He had to find an unlucky fool that, proud of his strength and skill in fist fighting, would engage in combat with a drunken bastard. Of course, the bartender wouldn’t offer more than a half of a cup of his worst liquor to his penniless self, but that was something the other clients didn’t need to know. The only thing they needed to see was a drunken young man with delusions of grandeur yelling some nonsense, enough to fuel the desire to show off their old masculine egos, only to humiliate themselves as soon as his knuckles touched their face. 

	After fixing his coat, he rubbed his hands together and used his breath to keep them warm, without any success. His fingertips, visible through his cut out gloves, remained a blueish color due to the numbness provoked by the cold weather. Annoyed, Lionel walked through a long and narrow alley that led him to The Noisy Parrot. As soon as he finished his deed, he would be able to head back to the shed he called home to hide from the cold. 

	But the plan quickly changed. 

	He wasn’t halfway down the alley when he heard steps behind him. He slowed down his pace and with his right hand reached for the pocket knife hidden in his belt. It wasn’t the first time someone had attacked him like this; most losers of clandestine fights came back to seek revenge, only to be humiliated once again. He tightened his grip around his blade and squinted his eyes to peek over his left shoulder to examine his new enemy’s physical proportion. 

	As soon as his blue eyes made contact with the figure following him, he dropped his weapon. 

	“Please, help me. I beg you.” The unknown woman collapsed on the ground. 

	He didn’t need to think twice. Moved by chivalry, Lionel turned and ran towards the lady who called for him, checking both ends of the alley to confirm that they were alone. He kneeled next to her and slid his left arm under her neck, lifting her head carefully. 

	“Madam, can you hear me?” Lionel asked impatiently. “Can you hear me?” he insisted. 

	Without any response, Lionel shook her to wake her up from dizziness, but she remained unconscious. Worried about this sudden faint, he looked to his right to figure out if the woman had a swollen ankle caused by her slip. 

	When he found her dress, gloves, socks, and shoes were soaked in blood, he screamed in horror: “Jesus Christ!”

	He lifted her soft jaw as a lover might, asking for a kiss. With that sudden movement, his fingers tangled between the fine ribbons that kept her copper hair constrained. During the process of disentangling himself, the ribbon fell to the ground and her hair fell, extending just like a fan. 

	Lionel looked at her for a second. She was a really beautiful woman, though her hair wasn’t his type. If she was a brunette, she would be as perfect as a diamond. Holding his breath, he leaned over her to find out if she was still breathing. This was a huge mistake. When he took a breath, the smell of her perfume captivated him, provoking such a tension that could only be compared to a violin’s chords. Confused, he moved away from her face and observed her from top to bottom. How old could she be? Just by her youthful skin, he deduced she would be in her twenties. What the hell was such a young lady doing there? He inspected her clothes carefully: a blue velvet dress, delicately adorned with white lace that surrounded her scandalous cleavage, a pearl necklace that matched her earrings and bracelet, silk stockings, and new shoes. There was no doubt, she was a proper lady. 

	Astonished, he tried to avoid figuring out a motive for her presence in one of the worst places in the town. But it didn’t last long. His analytical mind inherited from his father, couldn’t help it; it brought up at least a dozen possibilities. He reasoned and discarded until he only had two: she could have been kidnapped and able to escape, or she was a mistress who decided to blackmail her rich lover, causing his desire to end that unfortunate affair. 

	Either way, the only thing that could get him in trouble was, if someone found them, there was no doubt that he would be blamed for the crime. Wasn’t the beast supposed to act that way?

	“Madam...” Lionel insisted once more, slapping her cheeks lightly with the back of his hand. “Please wake up!” 

	“No... What...” the woman babble, twirling her head slowly. 

	“Can you move?” Leonel asked, relieved to see her come to her senses. 

	“The... I...” the woman continued. 

	“Madam, I need your help. Let me take you to the end of the street,” he signaled the way with his chin as he spoke. “There I’ll be able to hide you until I can find a doctor.”

	“I can’t feel my body. I can’t either...” The mumble was so quiet that Lionel had to lean over her to listen. 

	“Then don’t overwork yourself. I’ll take you out of here,” he said, understanding immediate action was required for her to live. 

	Carefully, he extended his right hand and placed it behind her knees, setting aside her skirt. When he was finally able to pick her up and carry her between his arms, a sudden blow rained down on his head. Just before his sight turned black, and his body collapsed onto hers on the ground, Lionel saw the most beautiful green eyes a man would see, and a face as pale as quicklime. 
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	“Get this foul bastard off me!” shrilled Sabrina. She was upset more by the emotions that man evoked in her as soon as their eyes met than the pain in her cheeks caused by the smacking in her cheeks. “Take him out of my sight! How dare he call me Madam? Why did he smack me? This brutish fool doesn’t know any courtesy!” She kept yelling while trying to ease her mind from the comfort his arms provided. “If they didn’t want him safe and sound, I would’ve pulled his guts out with my bare hands,” she muttered. 

	Once the hired ruffians arrived at the scene, they leaned over to pull Lionel’s body by its arms to remove him from her. As soon as Sabrina felt his weight lifted, she got up in the blink of an eye just to look at the man that trapped her with disgust. 

	“This man weighs at least a couple of horses!” yelled one of the ruffians in complaint as he dragged him along the alley to place him in the wagon, as they were ordered. 

	“If I recall correctly, I’m not paying you both to hear your absurd whining,” Sabrina grumbled while untying her dress, “so keep it quiet and get back to work. If you want to keep your lives, lock him up in the cellar before he awakens.” 

	“Is he that dangerous?” asked the other ruffian while grabbing Lionel’s feet to get him on the wagon. 

	“They call him the Beast for a reason,” his partner answered in a gasp caused by the effort the task required. 

	While the two men managed to hide the figure in dirty sheets, Sabrina undressed and shoved her blood-stained clothes to the ground. She walked only in her petticoat and corset to the end of the path where the carriage was waiting for her. When she walked past the wagon, she stood there in silence. She finally understood why Arlington didn’t want to entrust her with that mission, and hard as it was to admit, he was right. That man was far too dangerous for her. 

	“If those henchmen haven’t found him for a long time, what makes you think I’ll be able to do it?” 

	“Because I trust your gut” Theodore responded, taking a seat. 

	For a moment, she thought Arlington had forgotten what happened six years ago. But it was impossible; all four of them could never forget what happened during her getaway to Paris with Pierre. 

	“So?” she persisted while crossing her arms over her chest. 

	“You are my last hope” he stated in resignation. “That young man put himself in danger the moment he abandoned Beresfort Manor. I still can’t wrap my head around the fact that he left without anyone noticing.” 

	“He may have inherited that ability from his father. It allows him to go in and out of a bedchamber without waking anyone other than his lovers,” Sabrina said in a mocking tone. She hated that England’s next king would be a shameless flirt. 

	“Sabrina! That’s not how you talk about a prince’s son!” Arlington nagged her. 

	“An illegitimate child,” she corrected. “That deprives him of all courtesy,” she clarified sarcastically.

	“Don’t you want to accept this mission?” Theodore tilted in his seat, rubbing his hands together like he was about to pray. 

	“First of all, I would like to know why you didn’t include his name in the list you gave me,” she answered.

	“I thought fifteen were enough for you. Besides, locating him is a difficult task. As you said, it’s been years since anyone heard from him.”

	So, this bastard was not number sixteen, but rather number one, Sabrina concluded

	“And you decided to exclude me from this task because it requires a lot of work,” she reproached. 

	“That was not my reasoning!” The marquis pounded his desk. “I would trust you with my life if I was in danger,” he added solemnly. 

	“After what happened in Paris, I can’t help but question everything that’s happening.”

	“Are you questioning me?” Theodore asked, rising to his feet.

	“No” she responded, looking him in the eye firmly.

	“Then, why are you so doubtful?” he wanted to know.

	“I only want to know the truth,” she whispered.

	“The truth is none other than Lady Gable’s son ran away from Beresfort Manor five years ago, and no one ever since has seen him. We are not sure if he’s alive, so I didn’t want to waste your time,” he clarified.

	For a brief moment, Sabrina reflected on what the marquis meant. She had never mistrusted him, she never could! How could she doubt the man who was a father to her?

	“If it’s reasonable to think he might be dead, why do you want me to accept the job?” she asked.

	“Because I know you’ll uncover the truth.” 

	“Let’s imagine that he’s alive, I find him, and bring him to you. What should I demand from the Order on this occasion?” she asked, looking at him directly. 

	“I’ll personally request the freedom you asked me six years ago,” he assured her. 

	The freedom she asked for, the one he would not give her... 

	At that time, she had been only eighteen years old and could only listen to her heart. A decision which would take her through hell. She was now twenty-four and the only thing she wanted was to stay close to the three men who were her only family. 

	“Before we leave the ship, I want you to tie the blue handkerchief I gave you to the top of the foremast,” Sabrina ordered once she resumed her walk. 

	“Yes, miss,” both ruffians responded. 

	When Babier opened the door for her, she could feel the cold of fresh snowflakes on her bare skin. Slowly, she raised her face and looked at the sky, smiling at the cold feeling in her cheeks. There was a stage in her life when she had thought about all the little things she would miss when her death came. It was thanks to Arlington, Petey, and Babier that she could see the beauty life could offer. 

	“Where are we going now, Miss Ormond?” Babier asked.

	“We have to go back to London immediately to investigate the evidence we collected about the Khar.  When that’s done, we’ll travel to Bibury and rest for a long season,” she responded, proceeding to take her wig off and throw it to the wind. 

	“Sounds like a plan,” the trustworthy man responded, closing the door behind her. 

	Sabrina sat and covered herself with a thick blanket, watching the snow through the window as it passed by. 
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	“I swear on my life, I’ll kill the man that got me into this!” yelled Lionel after waking up and finding himself trapped in a boat, specifically in a storage room. 

	He couldn’t name his kidnapper, nor what they were planning to do to him. The only thing he deduced in the middle of the chaos was that the one which locked him up wasn’t very smart, since he still has his pocket knife with him. Mad, furious, and desperate to get out of there, he reached for his blade and started to force it into the only door in the room. 

	“Sir, I beg you, please calm down. We can’t have a decent conversation if you keep acting so violently.” Someone on the other side was speaking, the voice he kept hearing after waking up. 

	“Decent conversation?” Lionel shouted without stopping his actions towards the door. “Open up and I promise we’ll have it!” 

	“Milord, I don’t think this is an adequate moment to speak to the man. He may lose energy in the next few days. In the meantime, we can devise a plan to tie him up without getting harmed,” Petey suggested to his lord and friend, keeping his cool even with his life in danger if the Beast didn’t calm down. 

	“Everyone, get out of here!” Theodore ordered the crew. “I’ll take him out.”

	“Run! Get out!” the sailors shouted from prow to poop. “The captain will unleash the Beast!” 

	“Are you sure?” the poor man asked, clearly scared. “You do not need to rush it. You can postpone it until we arrive to the island. If my memory is correct, after hearing such insults, the land is about three hundred and fifty-five miles, where we can run away from...” 

	“It’s my decision,” he claimed firmly. “I’ll take him out right now. Remember, Abraham Petey, he’s not a prisoner but rather my protégé. Have you forgotten who his father is? What would he think about me if he found out I allowed others to treat him like a criminal?” 

	“If that’s the case, let me tell you that it’s been an honor to work for you all this time,” he declared, running off as the crew members did before. 

	“What’s going on out there?” Lionel shouted. “Why are you running? Don’t leave me down here! I’ll kill every single one of you!” he added like a madman.

	As soon as Theodore Wallas, fourth Marquis of Arlington, and captain of the vessel, confirmed that his crew wasn’t in danger, he stood before the door and unlocked it. It happened so quickly; he barely could react. He felt a strong blow in his chest, forcing him to take some steps back. A shadow leapt on him with inhuman speed. Before he could blink, the shadow got behind him and grabbed his left hand, twisting it to threaten him with a knife on his neck. 

	“Who are you?” Lionel muttered, as he demanded, “Where am I? Why did you kidnap me?” 

	Impatiently, he looked around and confirmed his hypothesis: he was in a boat, out at sea. 

	“I am Theodore Wallas, Marquis of Arlington. You are on my ship and are not a prisoner. You are my protégé,” he answered calmly.

	“Protégé? Who are you protecting me from? Why?” he continued, not lowering his blade. 

	“The Terintios,” Arlington declared without hesitation.

	Lionel stood still, barely breathing. He had heard of it, hadn’t he? Why did he know the name the Terintios? Who was this man and why did he know about that secret organization? Did someone send him? 

	He tried to calm down. Better to pretend to know nothing so he wasn’t forced into revealing everything he knew about them. 

	“I believe you have the wrong person. I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he muttered, standing his ground.

	“Please, do I look like an idiot? Your name is Lionel Krauss, Eugenie Krauss’ son, Liam Krauss’ grandson, last Count Gable and a bastard of the prince,” the marquis stated with confidence.

	So that was the deal... 

	“If I was who you think I am, why would you protect me? I don’t know anything about the Terintios, nor had contact with them.” Lionel lied with such skill, he almost believed it himself. 

	“I swear I am not lying to you when I say they want you dead – as all the prince’s bastards. In my opinion, running away from Beresfort Manor was the right decision,” Theodore explained in a calm manner as he felt the man behind him calm down. 

	“I didn’t do it to save my life, I did it because I couldn’t stand the gold cage, like a prison.” Lionel declared, admitting his identity. 

	“It was worth it? You liked living off profit from such barbaric behavior?” Arlington inquired curiously.

	“It was. I enjoyed my freedom. Something only a few know what that truly is,” he responded, loosening his grip on the marquis. 

	“That must change,” Arlington stated with caution. 

	“Why?” 

	“You are a prince’s child and he requested we take you to the court to protect you. Your mother must have warned you about...” 

	“My mother insisted on keeping me away from everything they represented, so I can find happiness without remembering the blood that runs through my veins,” he said. 

	“I understand... But, in all that maternal rambling, didn’t she mention the agreement she had with your father?” 

	“Do you think she urged me to run away to claim something? She died alone and defenseless!” Lionel groaned. “Do you think a child would want that for the woman that loved him?” 

	“Eugenie's duty was to keep you in Beresfort Manor until several guards were able to escort you to the palace. But she decided it was better to get sustenance in any other way,” revealed Arlington confidently. 

	“You’re lying!” Lionel insisted, furious. 

	“I’m not. I swear I’m telling you the truth,” Theodore assured him. 

	“If you want to keep breathing, tell me that story,” Lionel shoved him with such strength, the marquis needed to balance himself with the mast. 

	“Will you listen?” he asked, returning to his regular posture.

	“Yes.” 

	For a brief moment, the vessel was deadly silent; the only audible sound aside from the ocean waves was the breath of the witnesses present. Then the marquis moved closer to him and started his story. 

	“When your mother fell with child, the prince decided to protect her. That’s why he sent her to Beresfort Manor with just a small amount of soldiers. Once you were born, a doctor who was friends with your grandfather Liam took care of you both.” 

	“I already knew that” Lionel responded scathingly, crossing his arms over his chest. 

	“Eugenie arranged an agreement with the prince. The moment you turned sixteen, you would travel to London to study along your lineage. But the minister made a mistake. In the missive he sent, he communicated that her annual allowance would be reduced by half. That must have been a real challenge for her...” he added harshly.

	“That’s not true!” Lionel reproached. 

	It was a shame his mother made him promise he would never under any circumstance tell the truth. If he confessed, not only would the marquis need to swallow his words, but his eyes would reveal his fear when discovering who they had kidnapped. 

	“I promise, his Excellency would never lie in such a serious matter like motherly love,” the man replied. “But I assure you, everything happened just as I'm telling you.” 

	Lionel looked back to the person whose voice he had heard during the time they held him captive. His hatred, upon hearing that false story, increased to such heights, his eyes almost turned red in pure rage. What had the marquis said before opening the door? Oh, yes, he wanted a decent conversation. Well, he’ll show him what a decent conversation was when his fists hit his face. 

	But the rage that ran through his body made his blood boil went away when he saw a man, as tall as a horse, hidden behind the mast to shield him from his fury. 

	“I beg you, listen. Listen when I explain to you the reason we’re traveling to the Isle of Man,” Lord Arlington declared while walking towards the man again. 

	“You’ve got nothing to explain,” Lionel responded, putting away his pocket knife in his belt since the men were not dangerous. “I’m not going to any island,” he looked at both men, frowning. “I’m going back to Liverpool and continuing the peaceful life I’ve had until you showed up.” 

	“Peaceful? I think someone gave you a good blow in your head if you’re capable of saying such impertinence,” Mr. Petey spoke sarcastically.

	“It was not a fight, but an ambush,” Lionel muttered. 

	“I’m sorry if Miss Ormond hurt you. I promise, I stated clearly that she shouldn’t hurt you. I didn’t order her to lock you up in the storeroom, nor treat you with such hatred,” Lord Arlington affirmed after taking a deep breath. 

	“Miss Ormond...” Lionel muttered, touching his head exactly when they hit him during the kidnapping. 

	“Now, I need your full attention. The Terintios want to gain the Jacobins' favor, and they discovered that the best course of action is assassinating every person that could fight for the crown,” Theodore insisted. 

	“I’m not interested in political affairs” 

	“Political affairs?” Petey gasped “How can someone be so dense? Didn’t you understand anything?” 

	“If you don’t want to hear what I have to tell you, then you should hear it from your father once you meet him,” Arlington interceded, looking Lionel in the eyes.  “He sent a letter; we’ll meet in eight months in London. I hope it’s enough time to transform you into a refined, sophisticated…" 

	“Well mannered, gallant, intelligent and less savage young man,” Abraham added, with his eyes half-shut.

	“Why should I listen to a person I haven’t met in my whole life?” Lionel crossed arms over his chest. 

	“I believe Miss Ormond did something to him. How come he hasn’t regained his senses?” Abraham reflected, not caring if the other men listened. 

	“Lionel Krauss, do you know who your father is?” the marquis interceded once again. 

	“Yes.”

	“Do you know what he wants from you?” Arlington asked. 

	“No.”

	“He will acknowledge his children to grant them a noble title. Once you are an aristocrat, you could be a member of the society the king founded,” Abraham explained. 

	“Why are you telling me all this?” Lionel groaned.

	“Help us. We want to find out the true identity of the Khar and end them,” the marquis explained. 

	Lionel was about to turn down their offer, but as he heard about the man who killed her mother, he couldn’t. It was the moment to be a good child and honor his mother; he needed to avenge the most loving and affectionate woman he had ever met.

	“Alright,” he gave in. “What do you want me to do?” 

	“Is it possible to have a calm and private conversation in my cabin?” Arlington suggested, as he started walking towards the door. 

	“I swear, if this is another trick to get me back into the storeroom, I’ll get out and coat this boat with your blood,” Lionel promised. 

	“Control the violence,” Abraham nagged him. “I guess five years in a wild city destroyed the exquisite education your professors provided.” 

	“Who do you think you are, talking to me in that manner?” raved an offended Lionel. 

	“Your etiquette professor,” he smiled before walking away. 
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	Near Peel, Isle of Man January 10th, 1808

	 

	Lionel left the cabin they assigned him and walked slowly over the deck. Once he made it to the prow, he placed his right boot over the gunwale and grabbed one of the bowsprit’s thick ropes with his left hand, rubbing his chin with his right. As he felt his smooth skin, he couldn’t help but sigh. 

	Lord Arlington said his life would change, but he didn’t think Mr. Petey said the transformation had to start with his appearance. Without asking for his consent, he had requested the marquis’ personal assistant in his cabin to cut his hair and shave his thick long black beard.  Not satisfied with that, he had forced him to stay in a tub until his skin creased. While they made sure he didn’t have a single sign of mud in his body, they cut his nails and scrubbed his ears. After that torture, he didn’t have any time to cover his intimate parts when a tailor showed up to take his measurements. Meanwhile, Mr. Petey took advantage on the situation to correct all his attitudes, involuntary movements, and even scolded him like a child for using inappropriate language. A nightmare! That was the best conclusion he could give for the three days he had spent on the ship so far. 

	Lionel looked at the sky and let out a sigh. The day he ran away from home, he was so scared he hadn’t slept for the next three days. He thought that leaving behind all his mother had given him would lead to death in an unknown place. That was not the case. 

	With time, he had learned to survive and appreciate something he’d never had: freedom. All he had to go through was vital: the hunger, the homelessness, and the fights against everyone who dared to hurt him. Yet going through all that alone made him the man he was today. All those years in the streets made him strong, both physically and mentally. In retrospect, the child from the past was gone. It took him days to transform into the Beast everyone talked about. Even though that name meant plenty of dark things, he loved it; he was thankful for it, because it would allow him to avenge his mother. 

	He reached into his pocket to take the black ring Lord Arlington had given him during their first reunion in his cabin and looked at it quietly. The gold ring with the royal emblem was the key to return to the world he ran away from. Any man in his shoes wouldn’t miss the chance of feeling that new power. But he was not that man... 

	“If you want to jump, this is your chance. The sea is calm,” Theodore commented behind him. 

	“It wouldn’t be the first time I fled a dangerous situation swimming,” he responded while nodding at him as a greeting. 

	“Dangerous? Do you think the future I offer you is dangerous?” the marquis asked, standing beside him. Once he saw what the young man was contemplating, he put his hands on his back, raised his chin, and looked at the sky. “Every prince’s offspring, we have found had one.” 

	“Do you mean this ring?” Lionel responded, looking at it again. 

	“Yes,” he replied, still looking into the sky. “Why aren’t you wearing it?”

	“I’m not sure if I will accept it,” he said, putting it away in his pocket. 

	“Your mind must be an utter chaos at the moment.” 

	“Yes. Indeed it is,” he responded while imitating the marquis’s pose. 

	Despite Arlington being in his late forties, he had an athletic figure. His grey hair gave him a trust-worthy, moderate appearance. His impeccable and expensive clothes not only displayed his fortune but his eminence. 

	“You know that if you accept it, you have to take the responsibility,” he explained, looking back at him. “Do you think it is too much for you? Is it too much for a young man? How old are you?”

	“I’m responsible,” he said bitterly, “and I’m old enough to take certain duties.”

	“Does that include the duty to serve the crown?”

	“Isn’t that what an English aristocrat must do?” he muttered. 

	“Actually, yes,” the marquis responded. “But certain motives made plenty of aristocrats the enemy to the crown. They are plotting against it. “

	“Like the Terintios,” Lionel finished his sentence, with resentment in his voice. 

	“Exactly,” the marquis admitted, taking a few steps forward. 

	“Do you know their identities?” Lionel asked, hoping to hear a name he knew, a name he hoped to find in the future and assassinate with his own hands. 

	“If we knew, they would have gotten rid of them a long time ago,” he replied, his eyebrows knitting. 

	“What makes you think they decided to ally with the Jacobins?” He expressed the concern he’d had long before that conversation.

	“They are trying to reach what they have always dreamed of,” he replied. 

	“Which is...” the young man insisted. 

	“Supremacy,” the marquis said, looking at him deep in the eyes. “They conceived the terrible idea that this union will make them stronger and more powerful.”

	“And will they achieve it?” 

	“Not if I can stop it,” Arlington claimed without a doubt. “But at the moment I’m not interested in figuring out the reason why England has so many enemies, but rather what happened to you five years ago. Why did you leave Beresfort Manor?”

	“I already explained. My mother suggested that...” 

	“The truth,” the marquis interrupted. “I don’t want to hear the moving story of your mother’s kindness and the incredible life lesson she offered when she encouraged you to search for your destiny. I have a hard time believing that a boy who can have anything he wants by asking decided to leave that luxury to go through never-ending misery.”

	“Maybe I didn’t like the comfort,” Lionel muttered. 

	“I asked for honesty” Theodore reaffirmed with authority. “If I speak frankly, I want to receive the same from you.” 

	Lionel removed his hands from his back and took two steps forward, going through all the options he had at that moment. The marquis asked for sincerity and he wanted to comply, but he couldn’t without revealing the secret he promised to die with. 

	“I’m waiting for an answer, Mr. Krauss,” Arlington insisted. 

	“Somebody once told me that not everything can be achieved by asking,” he finally confessed. 

	“Who told you that? What can’t we achieve without fortune and power?” the marquis persisted. 

	“A young man who kept me company for a week during my journey to Liverpool. And no one can buy knowledge about what will happen in the future,” he responded, now watching the sea. 

	“Did he discover it? Knowledge of his future?” 

	“The young man?” Lionel asked. Arlington nodded. “Yes. He did, but it wasn’t the future he hoped. He died before reaching his destiny.” 

	He reflected with sadness in his voice. He had been the only company he had in the four years he spent away from Beresfort Manor. He thought that this person would be his partner, with whom he could share joy and misery.  Yet, this happiness barely lasted. After Lionel had given him the few coins, he had so he could have a meal in an inn, his illness worsened. The next day, when he tried to wake him up, the man was dead. Lionel was the one who had buried his body in a field and prayed for his soul. 

	“Have you found it? Have you discovered that amidst the misery, the future you want?” Arlington asked, noticing how the man tightened his posture as if someone stabbed him in the back. 

	“I confirmed that I’m not built to live in a world with absurd norms,” he said, looking back at the marquis. “I hate being ordered what to do, how to act, or what to say,” he said, avoiding answering the question. What was the real reason he left Beresfort Manor? His life. Why didn’t he come back? Because he promised.

	“Mr. Petey wants...” 

	“It’s not about Mr. Petey, milord. But everything this ring symbolizes,” he said, holding it in his pocket.  “If I accept it, I will cease to be myself and I’ll be the person I rejected. I love freedom, even if that means facing never-ending trouble. I don’t need people to look at me and whisper that I’m the bastard son of an important man. I need to be myself: Lionel Krauss. A person that loves facing life with his fists and accepts every blow that comes with it.”

	“What if I offer you the life full of action you desire?” Theodore asked without moving. 

	“I’d consider it.” 

	“Good...” he assured, turning around to walk slowly across the deck.

	“Good?” Lionel blurted out.” What do you mean, good?” 

	“If you consider the ring I can offer you, for some time, the action your youth demands,” he asserted firmly. 

	“Why would you do that?” 

	“Well, my instinct is telling me you’re made for a greater purpose, rather than becoming a boring aristocrat,” he responded with a broad smile. “However, to succeed, you have to accept some rules you won’t like.” 

	He continued to walk away.

	“Norms? What are you offering, milord?” 

	“Something only one person has achieved,” he declared before opening the door that led to the cabins. 
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	She was back...

	After two long months, she was finally able to see the walls of her small home behind a grove. Sabrina looked out the window and smiled happily. No one would label a building with only one floor surrounded by a natural garden as sumptuous or adequate to live decently. But for her, it was paradise. She wouldn’t exchange her morning walks filled with birdsong and nature’s voice for anything in the world. That was the peace she craved after a stressful mission. 

	She leaned back, closed her eyes, and remember the deal she had with Arlington. Luckily for her, he gave up on giving her the freedom she desired in the past. The change of plans wasn’t that good, but she was happy knowing she would be close to the marquis and her dear Mr. Petey. 

	How were they? Was the Beast treating them right? If he wasn’t, she’d find a way to make him pay. She was no longer scared of men, tall, short, stocky, or thin. Only a glance was needed for her to slit their throats with a smile on her face. 

	As she thought about men, the name Lionel Krauss came back to her mind. The question Arlington asked was still in her mind. Fifteen! He requested her to look for fifteen bastards confirmed by the prince. Nevertheless, he kept the sixteenth a secret as he assumed the chasers wouldn’t track him down. What made him do that? Did he lie about the difficulty of the mission? 

	While the carriage kept moving, she closed her eyes and analyzed every single bit of information she had gained in order to find the man, looking for an answer. She didn’t find any, but many questions arose. How old did the marquis say he was? Did she hear clearly when he said twenty? Someone must have been wrong. A body like his couldn’t be achieved at such a young age, not unless he had carried heavy rocks over his shoulders since he was a baby. 

	In the information Arlington provided, it stated that the boy was born in Beresfort Manor, a residency in the countryside near Luton, and that he enjoyed plenty of privileges since he was one of the prince’s children, even if he was a bastard. He was guarded by three soldiers, attended by five servants, instructed by two of the best teachers in England and they had a doctor living in the residency. For the sixteen years he spent in that place, he wasn’t even able to pick up a teacup to drink, since someone already did it for him. Then how did he develop that body in only five years? Could she believe all he went through to cause that amazing physical development? 

	She suddenly opened her eyes when she remembered the story of the owner of the inn he stayed at during his stay in Crewe. 

	“He was pale and his body barely had a pound of muscle. My wife gave him a warm bowl of soup and he drank it without the spoon.” 

	“Did he tell you where he was going? Or how he got here?” she asked while putting four silver coins on the table. 

	“No one was interested in him, miss. Keep in mind that in this place, young men show up daily looking for a different life. But I can assure you that I’m talking about the same boy that treated us with the utmost politeness, and when he left he didn’t try to rob anything. 

	“And where he was going?”

	“The only thing I can say is that he talked about Liverpool. But I’m not sure if he traveled there. How could he, in such a condition?” 

	Back then she had only focused on finding him, without asking herself how he managed to travel cross country, or the reason why he was going to that part of England. But now her the interest in the story disappeared, the question in her mind was: how can a thin and sick boy transform into the Beast everyone was talking about in the port? What happened after he left Crewe?

	Intrigued to discover about Lady Gable’s son’s life, she opened her reticule and pulled out a small journal. It contained everything that she considered important: he abandoned Beresfort Manor on October 12th, 1804, leaving in a carriage rented by his mother. The trail led to Milton Keynes where he rented another one. Then he continued his journey until Coventry. What happened during this time window was a mystery. The same goes with how he managed to get to Crewe and Liverpool. For a young sixteen-year-old boy without any real-life experience, it would be an odyssey to survive without any help. However, he managed and succeeded. Who helped him? Who took pity on him? She was absolutely sure that someone had to feel sorry for a young boy and his sick appearance. One thought quickly came out of her head: a woman. Yes, only a good-natured woman could display a charity act like that. But, up until that moment, everyone told her he traveled alone. 

	Annoyed, she closed her journal and shoved it in her reticule. She had to stop thinking about that subject and focus on what was really important: some well-deserved rest. But her overworked mind
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