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  Obligations of the Heir

  
  




Alexander Sinclair’s kiss was neither tender nor sought; it was an assault on propriety, not an overture of love.

It left his betrothed reeling, her heart rent by his lack of kindness. The abrupt claim of Lucinda Harrington’s lips shattered the hopeful dreams she had harbored for years. It was a cruel awakening for Lucinda, who had dared to dream of a future with her closest companion.

Children in Alex and Lucinda’s situation, reared on neighboring estates in the English countryside, often found camaraderie in friendship. In the case of Lucinda Harrington and the Sinclair brothers, their youthful exploits had forged an uncommonly strong bond. Lucinda’s playful tomboyish ways, though lamented by her governess, endeared her to Alex and his younger brother Miles, who each regarded her as an honorary sibling.

On being widowed, Lucinda’s father, Admiral Sir John Harrington, was left to grieve the loss of his wife with an infant of three years and the child’s self-effacing governess. Sir John retired from the Admiralty, making the child the center of his world out of a deep love for her mother. Armed with the booty of several enemy ships, he brought his daughter to Kent, where he was reliably informed he could purchase a castle and fifty acres of the best Kent countryside on offer.

Sir John’s attention was not divided between occupation or a new wife. If anything claimed his attention away from his little daughter, it was the estate, where several of his less fortunate shipmates were tenanted, or perhaps Lucinda’s governess, demanding that her lessons be attended without distraction. The fatherly love that Lucinda received ought to have been shared among a brood of brothers. Had Lady Harrington lived longer, things might have turned out differently.

Still, when the Sinclair brothers, Alex and Miles, were caught trespassing on his land, Admiral Harrington, with his daughter up before him on horseback, welcomed the boys with a friendly “Ahoy there!”

Before long, the Sinclair brothers took to hailing their venerable neighbor as ‘the Admiral’—a title he bore with evident satisfaction—and made liberal use of his large estates, ever hoping to secure a moment of his time.

A man of action and long nautical service, he had weathered more storms than most and possessed an unerring instinct for boyish mischief. With the ease of one seasoned in command, he could steer their exuberance into less hazardous channels, all without so much as raising his voice.

Lucinda, in the company of the Sinclair boys, enjoyed a childhood steeped in joyous escapades, traversing estate boundaries with scant regard for propriety. Together, the trio built tree houses in Sir John’s woods, fished in Harrington Lake, and grilled their catch over makeshift fires under the admiral’s kindly tutelage. Many of the pleasures pursued upon the Harrington Estate would have scandalized the patriarch of the Sinclair family, had he been privy to them—a fact the boys knew well as they straightened their collars and prepared to join Lord Sinclair in the library before dinner. The room’s heavy oak door might as well have been the portal to another world, where tree resin on jackets and the scent of wood smoke were crimes punishable by lecture.

“Alex! Shoulders back,” Lord Sinclair snapped, “must you emulate a sack of potatoes? A future peer does not lounge—he occupies a chair.”

Alex, barely twelve, bristled under his father’s scrutiny and straightened. “Yes, sir.”

The man’s gaze then shifted to his younger son. “And Miles, must I remind you again about ink stains? A gentleman’s cuffs should remain spotless.”

The ten-year-old rubbed at his sleeve in vain. “It was only a small blot, Father.”

“Only a small blot?” Lord Sinclair’s voice dripped with disdain. “Do you imagine your future tenants will accept ‘only a small’ mismanagement of their rents? Or your future wife ‘only a small’ breach of decorum?” He strode to the fireplace, the portrait of disapproval. “These are not merely lessons, boys - they are the foundation of your birthright. Alex, recite the five principal duties of the Sinclair heir. Without,” he added, “the usual creative interpretations.”

As Alex dutifully listed them (“Maintain the estate’s prosperity, uphold the family honor, provide exemplary leadership…”), Miles fidgeted with his cuff again until their father’s glare froze him mid-motion.

“Your brother may inherit the title, Miles, but your behavior reflects equally upon this family. Tomorrow you will both write an essay on the virtues of self-discipline. And for the love of all that’s holy,” he added with a withering look at their boots, “have those polished before you disgrace the pews at Sunday service.”

On route to the dining room, Alex whispered to Miles what they both knew: “Harrington lands by sunset?” His brother’s answering grin spoke volumes.

As neighbors and men of wealth, Lord Sinclair and Admiral Harrington maintained a cordial acquaintance—the sort where the admiral chuckled at sermons on propriety, and his lordship pointedly ignored the Harrington tree house visible from his study window.

Lord Sinclair prioritized education, exacting standards, and at all times, propriety. His endless lectures on “the sacred obligations of the Sinclair name” successfully drove Alex closer to the kindlier admiral with every passing year.

In time, a matchmaking scheme was devised by Lady Arabella Marlstone—Lord Sinclair’s razor-witted sister and Lucinda’s unlikely godmother. Recognizing her brother’s twin vulnerabilities (pride in his title and balancing the cost of his estates), she proposed merging the estates through marriage. It was elegantly practical: Alex would gain a wife whose dowry could sustain the coffers, while Lucinda—a motherless heiress—would be spared the indignities of a London season, with no mother to guide her.

“Just think, brother,” Lady Arabella had pronounced with satisfaction, “a tidy solution in an untidy world.”

That Alexander was her favorite nephew and Lucinda, her dearest goddaughter, only added to the felicity of the scheme. The proposal was framed as a near-divine arrangement, destined to enrich the lesser Sinclair estates, secure Lucinda’s future with a title, and unite the families in harmonious prosperity.

Since the enlargement of his estates was close to his heart, the marriage of their firstborns was a topic that Lord Sinclair would often raise with his genial neighbor, Sir John. Eventually, he gained not only the man’s blessing for the scheme but his daughter’s as well.

It was indeed lamentable that Lord Sinclair had not devoted an equal measure of fireside hours to expounding upon the merits of the proposal to his firstborn before a tragic fall from his horse claimed his life.

Many miles away, in the final year of his studies at Oxford, the news of his father’s death struck the new heir like a thunderclap. The revelation of his betrothal—arranged without consultation—left Alex Sinclair staring at his solicitor as if the man had sprouted antlers.

“Smithers, you cannot be in earnest?” Alex’s voice cracked uncharacteristically. “Lucinda Harrington? That freckled little hoyden? I’d sooner march into battle with her than stand by her at the altar!”

The solicitor adjusted his spectacles. “The agreement is binding, my lord. And Miss Harrington has given her consent.”

“She’s agreed?” Alex’s teacup hit the saucer with a clatter. “Lucinda? The same girl who—” He broke off, unable to reconcile the image of the wild creature who’d once pushed him into a trout stream with the notion of a bride.

“Indeed, sir. It is anticipated that you will formalize the engagement on the occasion of her seventeenth birthday. Which is—” Pages were flicked through in search of a date.

Alex ran a hand through his hair. “Miles and Lucinda share a birth year, Smithers. They’ll both be seventeen in the year ‘23—my brother in March, Miss Harrington in September.”

“I see.” said the lawyer, making notes.

“Do you comprehend, Smithers?” Alex demanded, rising to pace.

The lawyer peered over the rim of his spectacles, wondering what he could have missed.

“My bride would be but a child! And I have scarcely completed my studies—the old devil’s timing remains impeccable. I have a mind to tour the Continent, to experience London’s delights, cut a dash, so to speak. To shackle me to a wife isn’t merely tyranny, Smithers - it’s vintage Sinclair strategy. No, this won’t do at all! I wish to behold Paris and Florence, and perhaps further my education in the arts of the Renaissance. I don’t want to bury myself in Kent playing nursemaid to the likes of Lucinda!”




A week later, at his father’s funeral, Sir John Harrington and his daughter filed past in the receiving line with all the other parishioners offering their condolences. In no mood to think of his nuptials, Lucinda’s shy smile and sympathetic demeanor gave him no more comfort than any other passing acquaintance. But when he overheard her jest with Miles, prompting a smile from his brother, she caught his attention sufficiently to notice her height had improved. What figure her cloak concealed was unknown, but a neatly turned wrist and elegant hand held his mother’s when she offered whispered words of comfort. In that short-lived moment, the scrawny girl with tangled red curls was gone.

Nevertheless, in a short while, the newly titled eighteen-year-old Lord Sinclair asked Smithers for the Sinclair townhouse in Grosvenor Square to be aired. Henceforth, he desired it for his permanent residence. Alex then quit Oxford with a flourish, leaving behind a trail of admirers and a few bewildered dons.

As expected, he pursued the diversions of London with reckless abandon, as if the city were his playground. He reveled in larks, but to no man’s disadvantage, for he had a knack for mischief that charmed rather than offended.

He excelled at basset, but never played too deep or dishonored his debts, for he considered such behavior beneath a gentleman of his standing. He bespoke a Royal Green phaeton, on which he emblazoned the Sinclair crest, and when he acquired an enviable set of grays to set before his vehicle, the whispers of admiration became the talk of the town, much to his satisfaction.

To his friends, he became a capital fellow to have around. Due to his affable manners and loose wallet, he was often claimed by many as a fast friend of whom he would but call a fleeting acquaintance.

To the ton, Lord Sinclair was the very model of a rakish Corinthian: careless in his charm and entirely unburdened by anything resembling earnestness. Yet behind every jest and languid smile, the echo of his father’s voice persisted—that relentless, clipped baritone, forever enumerating the obligations of blood and title. Alex had spent years pretending not to hear it.

His family, with the singular exception of his affectionate Aunt Bella, (who alone could coax him into anything resembling filial attention), were endured with distant courtesy. As for his responsibilities? They were discharged with just enough propriety to avoid outright scandal. If the world expected him to play the devoted heir, it would have to content itself with a man who did so only when it did not inconveniently interfere with his pleasures.
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  The Failed Proposal

  
  




That Lord Sinclair should find himself the object of every matchmaking mama’s ambition was neither remarkable nor unexpected. The more determined among these formidable ladies had long since marked him as a most eligible prospect—only to be thwarted by Alex’s tactical maneuver: his arranged marriage. It was not, as sentimental minds might presume, a contract forged by affection, but rather a deliberate gambit, upheld with unflinching resolve in the name of duty and honor.

As the year ‘23 unfolded and September loomed, Alex had not been seen in Kent for two years. The distractions of London had kept him away, leaving him with only his mother’s letters to paint a picture of Miss Harrington. She described Lucinda as a blossomed beauty, yet Alex found it hard to reconcile this image with the memory of the scrappy girl he once knew with wild red curls, a torn hem, and dirty fingernails. It seemed improbable that such a transformation had occurred.

Since his father’s demise, Alex’s steadfast aversion to enlarging the Sinclair estates in Kent through matrimony had begun, imperceptibly, to waver. Not from a deep love for the wishes of his late father, but rather the increasing warmth of his regard for Sir John Harrington.

The admiral, always a welcome visitor to the Sinclair townhouse, proved a most congenial companion, his visits marked by laughter, good port, and the easy camaraderie of long-standing friendship. Indeed, Sir John had been as near as family since boyhood, and the notion of rendering that bond irrevocable—say, by marrying the man’s daughter—was not without its appeal. 

Meanwhile, his friend Benedict’s invitations, to join him on the Grand Tour were increasingly persuasive. The allure of adventure tugged at Alex, but he was mindful of his father’s wishes. Before embarking on this journey, he resolved to at least formalize his betrothal in September as contracted, thus fulfilling his father’s expectations. His decision was further encouraged by a shrewd suggestion from his lawyer, Smithers.

“If you desire a lengthy engagement period to pursue your…your aspirations, sir,” the solicitor noted, “there would be no hindrance in scheduling your nuptials as far into the future as you see fit. Provided your intended bride is agreeable, of course.”




But Miss Harrington was not agreeable. Lucinda was in love. Alex Sinclair was the boy next door who could do anything. Climb any tree, swim further and dive deeper than anyone else, make whistles from leaves, outrun predatory bulls, and sail his horse over any fence in Kent she dared to name. Armed with all these admirable boyish traits, what naturally followed was the deepening of his voice, the pantaloons, fitted coats, the thinning of his boyishly rounded cheeks, and the close shaved stubble that darkened his chiseled jaw. By the time Alex left for Oxford, he was the young man next door that she was utterly smitten with, and would gladly seal her future to.

Lucinda’s partiality perfectly matched Lady Sinclair’s maternal pride. So when her firstborn departed to follow in his father’s footsteps, in gaining an Oxford education, Lady Evelyn Sinclair drew the sweet little rough-cut diamond to her bosom. The tomboyish girl that Sir John allowed to roam free was taken under her wing to be mothered and educated in lady-like pursuits. In part, to ready her for the future day of being Lady Sinclair, but also to provide her son with a wife to be proud of. Despite their closeness, Lady Evelyn knew well, no gentleman wished to take someone he considered a fellow chum to be his wife.

Polishing Lucinda to a ‘first water’ status was surprisingly easy, in the absence of her sons distracting her with schemes for adventure. With Sir John’s blessing, and privately bestowed gratitude, Lady Sinclair took Lucinda in hand, taming not only her wild red curls but the hours she spent in direct sunlight, which had the effect of diminishing her freckles. She was shown the benefits of good posture and well-laced stays, and countless other feminine enhancements her governess had long since abandoned hope to impart. By the time her seventeenth birthday approached, she was the very picture of elegance, and as devoted to Alex as ever.

As for Lucinda’s seventeenth, the event had been planned more with the Dowager Lady Sinclair than with Sir John. Since his daughter had no materialistic desires and rarely asked for anything, Sir John always gave her what she wanted. The large reception room was at her disposal and, according to the dowager, the only proper room in Harrington Manor in which to celebrate both one’s birthday and engagement in front of all one’s friends. A new gown had been commissioned for the occasion and Lady Evelyn had sent her French maid on loan for the afternoon so that Lucinda could be primped and preened to her best.

However, Alex’s hesitation over matrimony with his tomboy companion of youth refused to be fully dispelled. The thought of proposing to Lucinda was about as appealing as a cold bath in December. To fortify his wavering spirit, he enlisted the companionship of his friend Benedict, who, with his easy manners, was a constant reminder of their impending journey across Europe—a far more enticing prospect than nuptials.

As the day of reckoning approached, Alex proposed a plan to Benedict: they would venture into Kent for the fateful proposal, attend Lucinda’s birthday ball, spend a few days with his mother, and then make a swift escape to the continent.

The journey to Kent, however, was not without its charming diversions. In a moment of whimsical necessity, the two gentlemen found themselves drawn to a quaint tavern, where the allure of Dutch courage beckoned them within. There, they partook of several tankards of ale, perhaps a few more than were prudent, and by the time they resumed their journey, they were decidedly merry.

Upon reaching the Sinclair residence, Alex abandoned his companion at the threshold, instructing Benedict to convey his warmest regards to his mother.

“Convey to her that I musht away to Harrington ere it growsh any later,” he slurred, offering a wink that resembled more a blink. The effects of the ale still lingered within him as he set off to meet his fate.

Arriving hours later than expected, Alex found his father-in-law to be, absent. In expectation of Alex’s two o’clock proposal, Sir John had delayed as long as he could before going to a dying tenant’s bedside. This left the Harrington household in a state of eager anticipation for the joyous occasion without the master present. 

Alex’s disheveled appearance unsteadied the doorman, but he deemed it inappropriate to deny him entry or delay what was expected to be a blessed event. Thus, announced into the front parlor, where Lucinda’s patience ebbed, Lord Sinclair offered his hand in marriage to Miss Harrington—unsteady on his feet, with a slur and a hiccup.

Lucinda, regal in white muslin, a green sash about her waist, and her auburn curls tamed and piled high, looked aghast at the man she thought she knew. The hurt in her eyes was evident. “What has befallen you, Alex?”

“Thatsh not an answer Lu. Faith, when did you get sho pretty?” He reached for her without success.

Lucinda, avoiding his grasp, protested, “Alex! This is no way to propose.”

Lord Sinclair tried to focus on her face, unable to comprehend her dismay. He had always thought of her as his spirited companion, the girl who could keep up with his adventures and one who never faltered. This poised beauty before him was a stranger—an alluring one—but a stranger nonetheless.

“Your hair is s.s.so much darker now, and you…are you taller Lu?”

Lucinda crossed her arms. “My height should bear little on whether or not you love me, Alex.”

“Love you?”

“Yes…do not you love me?”

“Shweetheart,” drawled Alex, coming forward, hands outstretched. “Had I believed my mother’s reports of your beauty, I would have been at your side sooner.” Alex was permitted to take hold of her elbows, but the pretty crease between her eyes deepened. “I had no idea you had become sho lovely.” He looked her up and down with indecent longing.

“I don’t see what my height, hair color, or any part of my appearance has to do with it, Alex.”

“Don’t you, my shweet? What a shimpleton you’ve become.” He promptly pulled her to him and placed his beer-scented lips on hers. She had a delicate scent of roses wafting about her, a heady combination with her soft lips beneath his.

Disgusted, Lucinda pulled free, grappling with her conflicting emotions. Wiping the back of her hand across her mouth, she looked at him, horrified. “I thought we loved each other!” Tears welled in her eyes, but she would not dignify them to be released. “I will not entangle you in an engagement that will only serve to…to…to make us both unhappy.” She turned and departed with as much dignity as she could muster.

For a moment, Alex remained motionless, his lips parted, his arm outstretched, fingers grasping where moments ago warmth and promise had lived. “Lucinda!” he called out. The word broke free, but she was gone, and in the parlor doorway stood a disapproving footman.

Too professional to betray his indignation at seeing his mistress flee the room in tears, it was his privilege to close the door on Lord Sinclair’s back as he left Harrington Manor. And though sorely tempted, he did not slam the door.
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  An Interview With Dowager Lady Sinclair

  
  




The carriage wheels churned through the mud, splattering the sides of the vehicle as the coachman urged the horses away from Harrington Manor to the neighboring Sinclair estate. As the haze of inebriation began to dissipate, Alex felt mortified by his conduct. The hours that ensued after the disastrous proposal were decidedly sobering.

In the formality of the Sinclair drawing room, Benedict Thomas was fortified by generous quantities of coffee and the gentle presence of the Dowager Lady Evelyn Sinclair. He sipped the sobering liquid repeatedly while concocting a polished account of how he and her son amused themselves throughout the year in London. By the time Alex’s carriage was heard pulling up outside, Benedict was quite clear-headed.

“Is that my dearest boy?” asked Lady Evelyn.

“I shall find out for you, ma’am,” was Benedict’s eager reply.

In the hall, Alex was greeted by his friend, clear-eyed and poised to extend his felicitations. Yet the sentiments were swiftly curtailed by Alex’s glowering countenance.

“I‘ve made a right mess of things, Benedict,” Alex confessed, “I was a fool to propose in such a state. Why did you let me drink so much? The look of horror on Lucinda’s face…” He trailed off, covering his eyes as if to banish the vision of hurt. “I…I kissed her. I crushed her soft arms in my hands, and forced myself on her,” he groaned. “Oh, what possessed me?”

Ben whistled surprised “You were in rare form!”

A sense of dread settled heavily in Alex’s stomach. He knew his mother would be waiting, eager to hear of his success in securing Lucinda’s hand. How could he bear to disappoint her? The Harringtons were invaluable allies to Lady Evelyn. They weren’t just friends of the family; they were neighbors, confidants, and an immense support when the sudden death of Lord Sinclair left the widow in despair.

Without the need for solicitation, kind Sir John had stepped into the breach to oversee the funeral arrangements. Simultaneously, her sister-in-law, Lady Arabella Marlstone, and Lucinda had stayed by his mother’s bedside with smelling salts and comfort.

Tormented by the thought that his actions might have jeopardized the alliance, Alex heard his mother’s voice calling.

“My dear boy!” Lady Evelyn exclaimed, unmindful of her son’s disposition. “Pray, how did you leave darling Lucinda?”

“In ruins, ma’am.”

The Dowager’s smile faded. “Alexander? What happened? You look positively wretched.”

“Lucinda has rejected me, out of hand.” The words fell bitter and terse.

“Rejected you?” Lady Evelyn echoed, her brows knitting together in perplexity. “But why?”

“Mother,” Alex interjected, “I am not inclined to dissect my shortcomings.”

Lady Evelyn’s consternation was clear. Having drawn near enough to her son to place a reassuring hand on his arm, she was assailed by the alcohol clinging to his person. “Alexander?” she said with a pained expression in her eyes.

“I don’t deserve sympathy or understanding, I’ve been a fool.” He flinched away towards the staircase and put one foot on the first step. “I did my duty and honored father’s will. The outcome is, if nothing else, liberating.”

In full sympathy for his friend, Benedict made a suggestion. “The packet sails at low tide provided there’s a favorable wind. Shall we head to the port first thing to see if it is in our favor?”

“That would be one of your more astute suggestions. Though nothing’s in my favor, it will have to be your luck that holds for us.” Alex continued his climb.

Lady Evelyn was left in a rare state of discomposure, her gaze drifting to the portrait of her late husband that adorned the mantelpiece in the entrance hall. In moments of family crisis like this, she wished she was not alone.

“But what of Lucinda’s birthday ball, dearest?” she called out. “We are all expected at eight. I cannot discern if it would be in very poor taste for me to attend, now.”

Alexander was more preoccupied with his escape from Kent, but at the sight of his mother’s wringing hands, he turned on the landing and added, “Don’t worry Mother, your attendance without me will be a cause of great relief at Harrington Manor.”

“Alexander, stop this instant!” demanded Lady Evelyn. “You cannot simply vanish without so much as a civil word! We have scarcely exchanged pleasantries.”

“I cannot conceive of a topic that would not induce immense discomfort, mother.” He turned in retreat to his room, while Benedict, ever the loyal companion, raised a brow and followed with an easy stride.

At eleven o’clock the following morning, Lady Evelyn, poised at the base of her staircase, watched her son descend, his travel cloak slung over an arm. Alex’s troubled eyes met hers. “She truly wept through the entire party? In front of all her friends?” he asked, recalling his mother’s account of the birthday ball at the breakfast table.

Softened by his distress, Lady Evelyn brushed away an invisible speck of dust from his shoulder and left her hand there. “She was devastated, Alex. But tears are sometimes necessary to wash away the hurt, my darling.”

Benedict descended the stairs to farewell his hostess.

“Mr. Thomas, you have a mother’s gratitude for befriending my poor boy,” said Lady Evelyn, seeing her son’s slumped shoulders. “Joining you abroad for a space will no doubt do him good.”

“My pleasure, ma’am. I’m most pleased to have your son as a traveling companion.” With a curt bow, Benedict was gone.

On the point of departure, Lady Evelyn drew her son into a fierce embrace, committing his sandalwood scent to memory. It reminded her so forcibly of her late husband. 

Alex disengaged himself and, with a final reassuring smile, he turned and strode towards the waiting carriage.

“Be safe, my dear. And come back soon,” she whispered after him.

With Ben’s luck holding, the packet departed eastward with the tide, heading to France a mere three hours after the gentlemen reached the port. Thus, within a week, Ben and Alex were in a Parisian tavern, attempting to drown their recent woes and forget all their worries.
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  Gripped By Opium

  
  




Through narrow streets of Europe’s picturesque towns and the sun-drenched vistas of its countryside, Lord Alexander Sinclair and Benedict Thomas roamed southward in pursuit of the classics. More often though, indulging in the myriad distractions the Continent offered.

Benedict, ever the jovial companion, treated his friend to lavish banquets and enticed him to gambling tables where his skill in winning was equaled only by his eagerness to outdo his opponents. Lord Sinclair considered his luck a foregone conclusion and thus played in a cavalier fashion.

Young, foolish men, eager to test their luck against the infamous Lord Sinclair, were soon outmatched. With a flick of his wrist and a charming smile, Alex relieved them of their purse, leaving them to nurse their bruised egos and empty pockets. It was all a lark to him, a mere diversion before he moved on to conquer the next town.

Yet for all the glittering diversions, Alex remained a man haunted. Even a year spent in such carefree abandon could not drown the sting of Lucinda’s refusal or quell the bitter grip of remorse—the aftertaste of his ill-timed kiss lingering like a shadow, a reminder that not all victories were won at the gaming table. He oft wished his successive wins would outweigh the memory of that terrible afternoon, but they never did.

As their grand tour approached its conclusion, memories of Lucinda lingered in his mind, and the prospect of returning to England loomed dauntingly across the North Sea. For Benedict, it stirred lively anticipation; for Alex, it was anything but simple. Their last stop, Brussels, nestled in the United Kingdom of the Netherlands, seemed an unlikely place for Alex to linger. Yet, to Benedict’s chagrin, Alex welcomed the city as one might an old and cherished friend.

“You intend to remain?” Benedict exclaimed, aghast, as Alex proffered yet another week’s rent to their landlady. “Don’t tell me you’ve developed a sudden fondness for Belgian weather, or is it the people?”

“Both are overrated,” Alex replied indifferently. “But Brussels has a certain charm, Benedict.”

“Charm!” Benedict scoffed. “The streets are perpetually sodden, the beer is but lukewarm, and the locals persist in conversing in Dutch, fully aware that you are unacquainted with the tongue.”

“Likely it’s the beer,” Alex jested, then turned serious. “Or perhaps I’m in no rush to return to recrimination back home.”

“Of course!” Benedict retorted, “The allure of avoiding responsibility. Very noble.”

Alex shot him a dark look.

Benedict sighed and raised his mug. “To Brussels, then. May its charms distract you from acting like a sensible man.”

“To Brussels,” Alex agreed, “may it protect me from the inevitable reckoning.”




The following day, Benedict boarded the packet from Calais, leaving Alex behind. The winds favored the captain’s course, and by evening, he found himself once more upon English soil—returning to the obligations that Alex so ardently sought to evade.

Meanwhile, in Brussels, Alex lingered. Days stretched into weeks, and still, he remained in its gray streets and unfamiliar voices. Yet, perchance, that was precisely the intent.

For three months, Alex enjoyed the high-stakes world of Brussels gaming circles without Benedict’s company. He had established himself as a formidable player in Deep Basset, his cool-headedness earning him substantial victories that filled his pockets with handsome winnings. He kept to his simple lodgings, ate sporadically when he remembered, and continued to don his weather-worn traveling attire. Thus his winnings accrued unspent, but never amassed to unburden him of an unacknowledged guilt.

In the serene gaming room of a gentleman’s club, Alex sat back in his chair, one February night, composed and detached. The cards he held were certain to win without much effort. He listened to the surrounding hum—the rhythmic shuffle of the deck, the clink of coins, the undercurrent of hushed conversations. Across from him, Archduke René Rainier was a picture of tranquility, his gaze focused on his cards.

“That’s a bold move, Sinclair,” René remarked as Alex pushed forward his wager. “I wonder if fortune will smile upon you tonight.”

“Indeed, your Grace, it appears she finds my company more agreeable than most.”

René chuckled. “As ever, you place great faith in the lady.”

“She has yet to disappoint me.”

They had shared many such evenings of late, their acquaintance forged over the green baize of the gaming table. Here, in this world of cards and wagers, they were comrades, if not quite friends. There were few men Alex counted as such, and fewer still who knew him beyond the confines of the clubs he frequented. He eschewed the grand balls of Brussels society, and shunned the frivolities that so captivated the aristocracy. If one sought him outside the gaming hells they would search in vain.

Yet he liked René. The Archduke possessed an easy, affable manner, a sharp mind, and a gift for conversation that made their hours at the table pass swiftly. There was no pretense between them, no tedious expectations or obligations, only the mutual appreciation of a well-played hand and an unspoken understanding. In some ways, the Archduke reminded Alex of the Admiral. Different men, to be sure, but something in their temperaments was the same. Perhaps it was his quiet steadiness, or his ability to know how far to push before retreating. There was a comfort in this predictable companionship bound within the walls of the club.

He sometimes wondered if René considered their acquaintance in the same way. The Archduke had a family, a place in society that Alex had no wish to intrude upon. If René found it odd that their connection existed only within these walls, he never spoke of it. That suited Alex well enough.

The shuffle of cards and murmur of wagers continued around them, but the moment was disrupted by a sharp sound—a scuffle, sudden and jarring against the muted civility of this sanctum. Heads turned toward the source of the disturbance, and Alex straightened, catching sight of a disheveled young man being manhandled by two liveried attendants near the far corner. The man’s wild gestures and slurred demands drew murmurs of disdain and curiosity from the assembled company.

René’s expression darkened. “Mon Dieu,” he muttered, his calm demeanor vanishing in an instant as he rose to his feet. “C’est Louis!”

“Louis?” Alex echoed, watching as the Archduke discarded his cards and rose from his chair.

“My son-in-law,” René explained grimly, his voice tight with concern. He strode forward, and after only a moment’s hesitation, Alex followed.

The young man, Louis van Rijn, was proving a handful for the attendants, thrashing and shouting incoherently as they struggled to maintain their grip.

René approached with an air of authority. “Gentlemen, release him,” René ordered. “You are not to treat him as a common rabble-rouser.”

One of the footmen hesitated. “Your Grace, he’s causing quite the commotion.”

“I am aware,” said Rene sternly. “But I will not have him manhandled. Release him. Now.”

The men reluctantly complied, and Louis staggered forward, his unkempt hair falling into his eyes. René caught him by the arm, steadying him with a gentleness that contrasted the younger man’s belligerent demeanor.

Alex surveyed the scene, his practical instincts asserting themselves. “Your Grace, may I suggest sending for the authorities? He cannot remain here in such a state, and it would be best if he were…” he paused, weighing his words, “…placed in custody.”

René turned to Alex. “You suggest I hand my son-in-law over to the authorities, Sinclair? Would you do the same if it were your family?”

Alex hesitated, caught off guard by the question. “He is a danger to himself and others. Can you claim there is any other course that would not end in greater ruin?”

“Louis is not just the husband of my daughter, he is the son I never had, the father of my grandson, he is family. I cannot abandon him in his hour of need. Help me will you, Sinclair, I must get him home.”

Alex frowned, his father’s ingrained sense of propriety clashing with an unforeseen pang of sympathy. At last, he sighed. “Very well. Where is his home?”

“My daughter and son-in-law, live with us on Rue Royale, but if we can get him into a carriage the distance will be nothing.”

It was no simple task wrangling Louis into his Grace’s carriage. His incoherent mutterings and sporadic attempts to resist made the journey an exercise in patience, though René bore it all with remarkable composure and soothing words. Alex, however, found his patience sorely tested and started to question the wisdom of his involvement.

When they arrived at the Rainier residence on Rue Royale, the household sprang into action with practiced efficiency. Servants hurried to prepare remedies, towels, and basins. A stately woman descended the staircase with an air of calm authority through the bustle. This, Alex surmised, was the Archduchess Rainier.

“René,” she said, her pitiful gaze regarding Louis. “How bad is it this time?”

“Bad enough, my dear,” René admitted. “But we will see him through, as always.”

Her Grace remained calm, instructing Alex and a footman to place Louis in a nearby room. Once they had laid Louis’ limp form on a sofa, Alex stepped back, leaving the crowd bustling around the patient to their tasks.

A young woman appeared in the doorway, her face drained of color. “Oh, Louis!” She moved swiftly to the chaise lounge, sinking to her knees with skirts billowing like falling petals. “What fresh madness have you visited upon yourself this time?”

Louis’ unfocused gaze wandered toward the sound of her voice, his hand fluttering in search of hers. “Cecile…je suis désolé…” His apology slurred into the cushions.

“There’s nothing to forgive,” she said softly, her fingers already smoothing the damp hair from his brow  “Rest now. We’ll talk when you’re yourself again.”

Alex watched in silent astonishment. Here was a man who by all rights deserved stern reproach—perhaps even a sound thrashing—being tended to with the same quiet care one might show a feverish child. Cecile’s hands never faltered as she soothed him, her murmured reassurances uninterrupted by Louis’ slurred apologies. Even the Archduke’s intervention was marked more by weary practicality than disapproval as he assisted his son-in-law with surprising ease.

No lectures. No histrionics. Just steady, unshakable devotion.

It was profoundly unsettling.

In the Sinclair household, love had always been a conditional thing—a reward for proper behavior, withheld when standards went unmet. Yet here was affection given freely, without expectation or reservation. The very idea left Alex feeling oddly adrift, as though he’d stumbled upon some foreign custom he couldn’t quite comprehend.

As Cecile bent her dark head close to Louis’, whispering something that made him sigh and go limp with relief, Alex realized he was intruding upon an intimacy far more private than any scandalous embrace. With no one sparing him a glance, he turned and let himself out into the cool night air.

He returned the next morning. He told himself it was curiosity, or perhaps some unacknowledged obligation. But as he was ushered into the study, he suspected it was something else.

The Archduke greeted him with more warmth than he deserved. “Lord Sinclair, your assistance last night was invaluable,” René said, shaking his hand.

“It was…enlightening,” Alex replied, feeling a trifle awkward. “Is your son-in-law well enough to be seen, Your Grace?”

René inclined his head. “He is calmer, though still rather fragile.”

Alex was led upstairs to a warm, fire-lit room where Cecile sat reading softly to her husband. Louis, pale and worn, rested against the pillows with a boy—no more than five—perched beside him, playing with his father’s hand as though nothing were amiss.

At Alex’s arrival, the child glanced up, his small face alight with curiosity. “Are you a friend of Papa’s?”

The innocent child’s question should have been straightforward. But for a man in metamorphosis, like Alex, it was anything but simple.

Alex’s gaze drifted to Louis, who lay silent, his eyes heavy with exhaustion but watching him with cautious interest. He had never considered friendship with such a man. Had he encountered Louis in any other setting, he would have dismissed him outright—a wastrel, a disappointment, another cautionary tale in a long line of squandered potential.

And yet.

The boy waited, bright-eyed, for an answer.

Alex felt something shift, subtle yet profound. He cleared his throat. “I most certainly am.”

A beam of satisfaction spread across the boy’s face. 

“Come, Philippe,” Cecile coaxed taking the boys hand. “Time for your walk in the park. Let Papa speak with his friend. Thank you, Lord Sinclair, my husband could use a loyal companion like you.”

As she led her son away, Alex settled into the vacated chair and studied the invalid before him.

“You’ve caused quite the stir.” His tone was mild, absent of censure.

Louis gave a faint chuckle. “So I’ve been told. You helped drag me home?”

“Yes. It was an experience I shan’t soon forget.”

“I trust I didn’t…deposit my dinner on you or disgrace myself further?”

“No,” Alex admitted, with a grin he hadn’t expected, “you spared me that particular horror.”

A mirthless laugh escaped Louis, but it was short-lived. His expression faltered, and he pressed the heels of his hands to his eyes. “God help me,” he murmured hoarsely, “I am a ruin of a man.”

Unused to such raw emotion, Alex started. “Now, now,” he said, grasping at the nearest distraction. “Your wife was reading to you. Shall I continue?”

He lifted the book from the bedside, and finding the marked passage, began reading. The words filled the space where understanding faltered, and though it was not an immediate balm, it was enough.

Days passed. Alex visited often, drawn less by obligation and more by an inexplicable pull towards the Rainier household. He witnessed Cecile’s steadfast devotion, the Archduke’s unwavering hope, and the quiet but unshakable love binding this family together. It was unlike anything he had ever known.

One afternoon, he found himself seated before Louis’ bed, Philippe clambering onto his lap as he babbled a triumphant tale of his father’s adventures. Louis, now able to sit up, translated with amusement.

“Papa is the strongest!” Philippe declared in Dutch. “And he tells the funniest stories! He says one day we will go on adventures together.”

Alex swallowed. He glanced at Louis, who listened with an unreadable expression—shame, longing, and something else.

When Philippe was coaxed away by his mother, Alex turned back to his companion.

“Do you hear your son?” His voice was gentle, but firm. “Do you understand what you have? A wife who forgives your every folly, a father-in-law who defends you to the world, and a son who looks at you as if you had hung the stars.” He paused. “Most men would give their lives for such blessings.”

Louis’s gaze dropped. “I know,” he said hoarsely. “But knowing and conquering this…weakness are two different things.”

Alex exhaled. “Then start small. One day, one choice at a time. If not for yourself, then for them.”

A silence stretched between them, but something had shifted.

And as Philippe’s laughter echoed down the corridor, Alex’s thoughts drifted—unbidden—to his childhood.

He, Miles, and Lucinda had once been inseparable, bound by a fierce, unshaken loyalty. He could still see it: three pairs of dusty boots racing through the fields, Lucinda’s laughter ringing out in triumph when she bested them at some reckless challenge. He remembered Miles falling from a tree, Lucinda kneeling beside him, her small hands cradling his scraped arm while Alex ran for help. They had stayed at his bedside that entire evening, swearing that nothing—not time, nor distance, nor duty—could ever sever their bond.

But time had a way of fraying even the strongest ties. He had allowed obligations to pull them apart, allowed pride to keep him at a distance.

Now, here in the Rainier’s home, in a family forged not by duty but by love, Alex saw—truly saw—what he had let slip away.

And for the first time, he felt a profound yearning to reclaim that which had been lost.

He wondered if Lucinda felt the same isolation he now grappled with. A pang of regret settled in his chest. He had taken her for granted, assuming she would always remain within his reach, just as he had with Miles.

But life, Alex knew now, didn’t offer guarantees. Connections were something to be nurtured, not assumed. A truth he had only grasped as he watched the Rainier family hold fast to one another, even in the face of hardship.
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