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Dedication

To those who know—

love isn’t always difficult between hearts,

but in the quiet required to hear them.







Author’s Note

(On Writing a Love That Was Never Meant to Last—But Did)

What does it mean to love in a world that’s built to unmake you?
To reach across centuries of silence and touch something tender—
knowing it might never survive?
You write not of grand declarations,
but of quiet moments that couldn’t have happened
and yet somehow did.
You write about:
– A girl raised in lace and expectation, not rebellion.
– A boy taught to carry grace like armor, not birthright.
– A glance held too long.
– A conversation interrupted by decorum.
– A truth that can only be whispered between dusk and dawn.
This isn’t just a romance.
It’s a reckoning.
A story of two souls daring to imagine
that kindness is stronger than cruelty,
and that love can be both gentle and unrelenting.
To write Braiding Fortunes meant surrendering to a time when everything conspired to keep Penny and Clauvère apart—
not only war, not only race,
but the soft, insidious weight of social expectation.
And still, they chose each other.

Even when history said no.
Even when logic said don’t.
Even when fate offered every excuse to look away.
Because starting over isn’t about erasing the past.
It’s about carrying it forward, together.
This story is woven with longing,
stitched in silence,
and hemmed in hope.
It asks nothing more of you than this:
to believe,
if only for a few pages,
that love—real love—can rise from the ash and bloom between the ruins.
— J. A. Springs

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PART ONE




[image: ]


[image: pasted-image.tiff]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

1


[image: ]


The de La Pointierre plantation, nestled beneath the golden Caribbean sun, had regained its tranquility after the tumultuous journey the family had embarked upon. The return to their cherished home was a bittersweet one. Louis, the patriarch of the family, found himself caught between the call of two worlds.

For Clauvère, the solace of returning to this place was profound. Here, he was liberated from the suffocating grip of societal norms that had plagued him in the American colonies. The harsh sting of discrimination due to his mixed heritage had no dominion here.

The reunion of Clauvère’s parents, his father and mother, was a symphony of mixed emotions. It unfolded in a medley of tears and laughter, emotions as rich and varied as the vibrant tropical landscape. Minuette, their anchor during their absence, shared the heartening news that the plantation thrived.

However, Louis couldn’t help but harbor uncertainty. The question loomed over him like a shadow: Would this prosperity be a blessing or a curse? If the tensions in the American colonies persisted, the delicate equilibrium could give way to an all-out war, jeopardizing their sugar exports to the very colonies from which they had recently returned.

With these concerns weighing heavily on his mind, Louis summoned his brother, Pierre, to convene a family meeting and deliberate on the plantation’s future. The parlor within the opulent de La Pointierre mansion on Martinique Island provided the ideal setting for their discussions. Its vast expanse was adorned with voluminous windows that spanned an entire wall, a conscious choice to maintain a minimalist aesthetic.

Minuette believed that too many decorations and paintings would only divert attention from the room’s purpose. Moreover, the room was blessed with a refreshing breeze, streaming through the French doors on the opposite side.

The generous infusion of sunlight created an atmosphere of warmth and cheer, as the white-washed walls seemed to radiate with the sheer amount of daylight that flooded the space. On one side of the room, Louis and Minuette were comfortably seated on a settee, while just to their left Louis' brother, Pierre, reclined on a couch, leisurely sipping a dark, fragrant beverage.

Louis had to shoulder the responsibilities of his father’s ailing health in their ancestral home of Pointierre, France. The weight of these familial duties, coupled with the looming threat of war that jeopardized his partnership with George in sugar imports to the American colonies, gave him pause.

Glancing at Clauvère, who stood pensively by the windows, Louis surmised that his son’s thoughts were likely with Penny, the young woman he had to leave behind in the Americas. It pained him to see Clauvère distancing himself, but there seemed to be no immediate remedy. Louis contemplated a trip to their homeland, Pointierre, France, to acquaint his son with the country while attending to his ailing father.

However, his current preoccupation was the well-being of their sugar plantation on Martinique. Failure was not an option for Louis, who had left France for the Caribbean with a determination to succeed. He couldn’t allow their endeavors to falter, and he was resolved to ensure the plantation’s continued profitability.

“Have you been keeping abreast of the escalating tensions in the Americas, Pierre?” Louis inquired, leaning closer to his brother.

Pierre’s attention appeared fixed on the brandy glass in his hand. He swirled the liquid absentmindedly, displaying a disinterest in matters beyond the realm of Martinique. He turned his gaze to a nearby servant, beckoning her with a haughty look as he offered his glass for a refill. His lecherous eyes lingered on her legs as she approached and then on her posterior as she retreated after refilling his glass.

In an attempt to regain his brother’s focus, Louis discreetly cleared his throat. “Pierre?”

Pierre glanced at his brother, wearing an expression that conveyed mild surprise at being addressed. It was a clear indication of his disinterest in the current subject. He widened his eyes, allowing a lazy smile to spread across his face. “Louis, my dear brother,” he drawled lazily, “how can I assist you?”

Louis patiently repeated his question. “I was inquiring about the American colonies. I wasn’t certain if you were aware of the situation there.”

Pierre’s smile grew wider, and he tilted his head slightly, waving away any concerns with his free hand. “No worries. If we encounter difficulties shipping directly to the American colonies due to occupied and controlled ports, we can always explore routes through the Spanish Floridas.”

Thinking he had resolved the issue, Pierre leaned back and stretched his arms across the sofa’s back, signaling his readiness to conclude the conversation.

Louis, feeling a growing sense of frustration, leaned forward and pressed his hand against his forehead. Minuette, noticing his distress, leaned in closer, placing her hands gently on his shoulders and began to knead them. Louis had always viewed his brother as somewhat immature, lacking the ability to see the broader perspective. Impulsiveness seemed to be a recurring trait, often leading him to act without proper contemplation.

Sensing Louis' mounting stress, Minuette offered words of support, her voice calm and soothing. She then turned her attention to Pierre. “Have you ever considered why we initially dismissed the idea of going through the Spanish Floridas, Pierre?”

Pierre, puzzled by the need for further consideration, withdrew his arms from the back of the sofa and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “What’s there to ponder? The route is shorter. Yes, it involves a longer overland journey, but that shouldn’t pose a significant issue. The sugar should reach its destination in good condition.”

Louis groaned in exasperation and sat upright, gently patting Minuette’s hands.

Pierre thudded his tumbler down on the table, a clear display of his frustration. He couldn’t shake the feeling that his brother constantly regarded him with an air of superiority, as if Louis deemed himself superior while Pierre could do nothing right.

“What am I missing?” he demanded, his irritation palpable.

The answer to his query drifted from the vicinity of the windows, where Clauvère remained stationed, gazing outside with his arms firmly crossed. His stance suggested his deliberate distance from both the others and the conversation, but he felt compelled to provide the answer.

“Pirates,” Clauvère responded with a dispassionate tone.

Louis, acknowledging his son’s input, pointed his hand at Clauvère. “Yes, Pierre. Pirates,” he said to his brother. “Even if the route is shorter, our shipments face a higher risk of never reaching their intended destination. We would incur losses, and that’s precisely why we dismissed the idea initially.”

“There are far fewer pirates along the route leading out into the Atlantic and then into the ports in Georgia compared to the path through the Spanish-held Floridas,” Clauvère offered as his contribution before he once again lapsed into silence, his gaze still fixed on the contemplative allure of the garden beyond.

Pierre, observing his nephew’s back, directed an unkind glare filled with resentment. “Damn brat thinks he’s so smart,” he silently grumbled, cautious not to vocalize his contempt for the younger family member.

Turning his anger-laden gaze back to his brother, Pierre acknowledged, “Okay, I get it. I understand now. But I ran this plantation for those years while you were in the Americas. I know what I’m doing.”

“I doubt that,” Louis whispered to himself, his voice barely audible enough for Pierre to hear. However, Pierre remained unaware of his brother’s murmurs.

Louis retrieved a stack of papers, a collection of reports he had received from the plantation managers who reported directly to Pierre. “While our profits did remain stable under your management of the plantation during my family and my absence in the Americas, these missives,” he said, pausing to choose his words carefully, “which I received while we were in the Americas, suggest mismanagement. They outline the mistakes you’ve made during my absence.” Louis then extended the letters to his brother.

Pierre reached across the table, swiftly seizing the letters from his brother’s outstretched hand. As he began scanning the contents, his complexion turned ashen, revealing his growing distress as he read the disconcerting revelations within the written words.

In an outburst of anger, he hurled the letters away, sending them fluttering to the ground as he spoke slowly, his voice laden with frustration. “I managed this plantation, and we didn’t incur losses. Shouldn’t that count for something?”

Clauvère reached the scene where his parents and uncle were seated and began gathering the scattered letters. As he collected the discarded correspondence, he added his voice to the conversation. “Growth and profit are intertwined, Uncle. One can’t thrive without the other, and the relationship is reciprocal.”

Pierre, taken aback by the unexpected input from Clauvère, responded with a perplexed, “What?”

Minuette chimed in gently, offering her wisdom, “Think of profit as the flourishing tree, bearing the fruits of success, while growth serves as the nurturing soil from which it springs. Together, they create a symbiotic relationship, where the roots of growth anchor the tree, ensuring it reaches for the skies and yields bountiful profit in return.”

“In simpler terms, Uncle,” Clauvère remarked, his voice laced with a hint of reproach, “the plantation didn’t experience growth under your management due to the...” he held up the letters in his hand, scanning their contents, “...decisions you made.” Clauvère carefully rearranged the letters and returned them to his father before moving to stand behind his mother.

Pierre remained silent, his gaze fixed on Clauvère as he gathered the scattered letters. He cast a brief sidelong glance at Louis and then at Minuette, the latter holding his attention slightly longer, a faint frown tugging at the corners of his mouth.

Louis exhaled heavily, attempting to defuse the tension in the room by changing the topic. He turned to his brother, inquiring, “Pierre, are you aware of Father’s condition?”

Pierre had received the news but remained indifferent. He leisurely reached for his tumbler, reclined in his seat, and casually crossed his legs. “Yes, I’ve heard. What’s it to you?” Pierre’s disdain for their father was palpable, rooted in his belief that their father favored Louis.

Another source of contention was the title of Count, which Pierre coveted more than Louis. Louis, however, had made it clear that he intended to pass the title down to Clauvère.

“I’m asking if you’ll accompany me to visit Father,” Louis replied with gentle persistence. His thoughts, once again returning to their ailing father, weighed heavily on him, mirroring the somber tone in his voice.

Pierre’s expression shifted to one of surprise. “And who’s going to oversee the plantation if I leave?”

Louis appeared puzzled.

Pierre continued, raising his voice and gesturing towards his nephew, “You’re not seriously thinking of leaving that boy here to handle everything on his own, are you?”

Louis glanced over his shoulder at his son. “No,” he corrected his brother, “Clauvère will be joining us to meet his grandfather.” He turned to Minuette and smiled warmly. “I’ll be leaving the plantation in the capable hands of my treasure.”

Minuette reached up and gently caressed Louis’ cheek, her affectionate gesture reflecting the bond between them. “I’d love to go and meet your father but I will take on the role you’ve given me. There is also my own ailing mother to consider so, I think this choice is right.”

Pierre struggled to find the right words, repeatedly opening and closing his mouth, before finally expressing his decision. In a resigned tone, he stated, “You know Father and I never got along. I won’t be going. I’ll stay here with Minuette.”

Louis felt a pang of disappointment but respected his brother’s choice. He understood that the strained relationship between his father and Pierre had left wounds; tribulations that life had thrown his way, and if Pierre felt more comfortable staying behind, Louis wouldn’t contest that decision. With a heavy heart, Louis realized that his duties in France beckoned. He and Clauvère headed to Pointierre, France a week later.
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It had taken Louis and Clauvère about two weeks to make the travel back home. The city of Pointierre lay before them. Pointierre was a charming French city nestled in the heart of the Loire Valley, in the historical region of Anjou, France. It was situated on the banks of the meandering Loire River, with a picturesque mountain range known as “Montagnes d’Azur” gracing the horizon to the east. In this idyllic setting, Count Antone Fleurévér de La Pointierre—Louis' father and Clauvère’s grandfather— had presided over the family estate for generations.

Louis sighed, spread his arms wide and took in a deep breath. This is the city in which he was born and grew up as a boy. Pointierre was renowned for its unparalleled natural beauty. The city was embraced by long stretches of lush fields, where vibrant wildflowers sway in the gentle breeze. The fields eventually give way to deep grasslands that carpet the surrounding countryside. It was a place of tranquility and serenity, where the landscape is adorned with vibrant shades of green, painted by nature itself. Louis recalled many days playing and running through the city streets while dodging carriages and laughing with his friends.

The “Montagnes d’Azur” provided a dramatic backdrop to the city. These majestic mountains, with their rugged peaks, were famous for their enchanting azure hue, particularly at dawn and dusk. As the sun set, the mountains cast long shadows over the city, creating a mesmerizing tableau of light and shadow.

The Loire River meandered gracefully through the city, adding to its allure. It was known for the beautiful boat rides that offer breathtaking views of the cityscape and the Montagnes d’Azur, making Pointierre a destination for romantic getaways and outdoor enthusiasts.

In this idyllic setting, Count Antone Fleurévér de La Pointierre and his family made their home for generations, enjoying the natural splendor and tranquility that the captivating city offered.

Louis and Clauvère found themselves settling comfortably into the embrace of the ancestral family home. Clauvère, a newcomer to the lands of France, relished the opportunity to delve into the history of the place where his father had journeyed from boyhood to the man he had become. The thought of his father’s youthful escapades in this city, the carefree days spent running through its streets, brought a gentle smile to Clauvère’s face.

Yet the warmth of that nostalgia dimmed as they were ushered deeper into the house, toward the chambers that no longer echoed with laughter. Time had claimed much from Count Antone Fleurévér de La Pointierre—once a commanding presence within these walls, now confined to his bed, his strength diminished but his mind still sharp. This visit, Clauvère realized, was not merely a return to legacy, but a farewell in waiting.

Antone, propped up in his bedside, often engaged Clauvère in conversations, frequently delving into tales of his father’s youthful escapades. Louis, who was a constant presence during these exchanges, couldn’t help but blush in embarrassment. Louis, ever present during these exchanges, could not help but blush. Antone’s stories softened the recklessness of Louis' youth—details that Louis himself remembered far differently, having once heard them recounted with sharper honesty by his own grandfather when speaking of Antone’s younger years.

Although these stories played a role in strengthening the bond between the three generations of men, it was Antone’s observations of Clauvère that ultimately led him to have a conversation with Louis about his son’s future.

“What do you plan to do with that young man?” Antone asked softly, his voice accompanied by a gentle cough into his hand.

“I’m uncertain,” Louis admitted, his brow furrowing as he considered the matter. “He has outgrown and surpassed what he could learn in school. His experiences in the American colonies have molded him into a strong, focused individual.”

“That’s good. From what you told me about how he was treated there, I was worried that he might have succumbed to the pressures of discrimination,” Antone intoned, his wisdom apparent. “There is a benefit to placing iron back into the fire after it’s cast. It helps give it more lasting strength. I suppose the American colonies were his tempering. Now, we must hone the blade.”

“What do you suggest, Father?” Louis inquired, leaning closer to his father and adjusting the pillows for his comfort.

Antone, with a keen eye, glanced over Louis' shoulder, prompting his son to turn around and see what had captured his father’s attention. Clauvère stood at the door to his grandfather’s room, bearing a tray with tea to serve the three of them.

“What are your thoughts on visiting Saint-Germain-en-Laye, Clauvère?” Antone inquired, turning his attention to his grandson.

Clauvère, who had entered the conversation at its conclusion, wore a puzzled expression. He turned to his father, silently seeking clarification. However, Louis had already addressed Antone.

“Are you suggesting sending him to École des Pages, Father?” Louis asked, a trace of surprise in his voice.

Antone nodded, his eyes reflecting his conviction. “Yes. He’s of fine noble birth. I believe he’d excel as a cavalryman. I’ve observed him in the courtyard in the mornings from my bedroom window. He practices with his man, Thibault, and he shows promise.”

Louis glanced at his son, then back at his father, his concern apparent. “I’m not entirely certain if that’s the path Clauvère wants to pursue...”

Before Louis could finish his sentence, Clauvère interjected, his voice firm and resolute. “If it will make me a better man, Father, I’ll follow Grandfather’s suggestion.”

Antone extended his hand toward Clauvère, a gesture filled with pride and hope. “You are strong and brave. Together, we shall shape you into a leader as well.”

As Clauvère contemplated the decision to attend the École des Pages, a whirlwind of emotions stirred within him. He felt a mix of excitement and trepidation at the prospect of embarking on this new chapter in his life. The thought of following in the footsteps of his noble lineage and becoming a cavalryman held an undeniable allure. Yet, there was a sense of uncertainty, a desire to ensure that this path aligned with his own aspirations. Still, the firm resolve to become a better man, as instilled by his grandfather’s words, filled him with determination. Clauvère saw this opportunity as a chance to hone his skills, prove his mettle, and embrace the challenges that awaited him. In many ways, it was a journey of self-discovery, an endeavor to make his family proud and carry forward the legacy they held dear.

A few nights later, Louis lingered outside his father’s chamber longer than he intended. The house had settled into its evening quiet, the kind that carried even the smallest sounds farther than they should have traveled. From within the room came the unmistakable rasp of labored breathing, followed by a harsh coughing fit that rattled against the walls.

Louis entered without knocking.

Antone sat propped against his pillows, one hand gripping the bedclothes as though to steady himself, the other pressed firmly to his mouth with a folded kerchief. His shoulders rose and fell unevenly with each strained breath.

“Father,” Louis said softly, already moving to his side.

He placed a steadying hand between Antone’s shoulders, rubbing slow circles against his back as the coughing continued. When it finally subsided, Antone leaned back heavily, his chest rising shallowly as he fought to regain control of his breathing.

Louis reached to refold the kerchief—and stopped.

The cloth was darkened with moisture, streaked through with blood.

For several moments, neither man spoke.

“Consumption,” Louis said at last, the word scarcely more than a breath.

Antone closed his eyes. A quiet sigh escaped him, carrying neither surprise nor protest. “Yes.”

Louis remained beside him, his hand still resting against his father’s back. “You should have said something.”

Antone gave a faint, dismissive motion with his hand. “There was little to be done.”

Louis said nothing.

Antone poked a finger into his son’s cheek. “You’re getting fat.”

Louis was no fool and he realized that his father was deflecting and choosing to reframe the encounter. “It is a result of the married life, like you, father. You were rather... plump a while back if I recall.”

Antone tried to laugh but went into a smaller fit of coughing before it subsided.

After a time, Antone turned his head slightly toward him. “I regret that I never met your wife.”

Louis' expression softened. “Minuette would have liked you,” he said. “She is thoughtful. Patient. She listens more than she speaks.” A pause. “Her beauty...” Louis began again before trailing off, his eyes distant.

He turned back to his father and finished, saying, “She has made our home better.”

Antone’s mouth curved into the suggestion of a smile. “I am glad.”

“She remains in Martinique,” Louis added. “With Pierre.”

The change in Antone was immediate. His eyes opened, sharper now, the faint warmth draining from his expression.

“You must be cautious with your brother,” he said.

Louis hesitated. “Pierre has always been... Pierre.”

“He has always been careless,” Antone replied. “With people. With consequence.” His gaze drifted toward the window. “At times, selfish and self-centered.” Antone looked off into the distance, his eyes were drawn to the flickering candle on the dresser across the room. “My son is no good.”

Louis hesitated. “Pierre has his flaws, Father, but—”

“He will trouble you.”

Moments passed with neither man saying anything to fill the uncomfortable silence so that when Antone spoke again, it came as a surprise to Louis.

“I mistook ambition for strength. Pride for purpose. I should not have.”

Louis lowered his eyes, neither agreeing nor disputing the judgment.

Antone’s voice softened, though its certainty did not. “He will cost you something, Louis. I do not know what. Only that he will.”

“I will keep watch,” Louis said quietly.

Antone nodded once, as though the matter were settled. The effort of speaking had taken its toll. “Enough of that.” He gestured weakly toward the door. “Go. Your son should not wonder where you are.” 

“But your son worries for his father. Should I leave now and not look after you?”

Antone gave a humph. “What happens to me now is in God’s hands. Had you and my grandson not come when you did, it would not affect the outcome. I’m just glad that you are here now.”

His eyes closed again, his breathing growing shallow but steady.

“Thank you, father,” said Louis. He leaned forward and kissed his father’s forehead, accepting the half hug he got in return.

Louis adjusted the blankets and rose, pausing only a moment before leaving the room.

A week later, Antone passed quietly in his sleep, leaving behind a single letter—written with a careful hand—recommending Clauvère for enrollment at the École des Pages.
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Two years had passed. Two years where Louis barely had time to mourn. The affairs of his late father, Count Antone Fleurévér de La Pointierre, had left Louis entangled in a web of debt settlement and court appearances. His time in France had been prolonged, keeping him far from the woman he loved, Minuette Notette, who remained in the French West Indies to oversee the plantation and care for her own aging mother.

Antone’s parting decision was to enroll his beloved grandson, Clauvère, in a French military academy. It was a move that would expose the young man to the intricacies of French ways, and it hinted at a deeper layer of their family history. Louis, in fact, now held the title of Count, a legacy that his son would one day inherit.

Clauvère, a young and spirited soul, embraced his new life in France. He enrolled in the École des Pages and was so successful he graduated after the two years of formal education. He joined the ranks of the French army as a lieutenant and the frontiers of adventure unfolded before him. His path eventually led him to the eastern part of France, where he served as a calvary man, his name beginning to gain recognition in the ranks.

Yet, while Clauvère’s life flourished in the east of France, back in the Caribbean, a different set of challenges was emerging. Louis had left his wife in charge of the plantation, his brother there to support her. Reports of his brother’s abuses of authority and mismanagement continued to reach Louis, causing deep concern for the family legacy he held dear. He found comfort in the fact that he had entrusted Minuette with the overall leadership, her presence a balancing force to counteract his younger brother’s more aggressive and impulsive nature.

Louis had taken the time to try and mend things between himself and his son. He believed the boy—no, the young man—had been separated from his mother, and from the place of his upbringing, for far too long.

Clauvère had been placed in a world that demanded familiarity without offering comfort, one he had been prepared for, yet had never truly lived within.

Nobility came at a cost. Duty.

The word carried a pleasing weight, its sound morally aligned, even virtuous. Yet what was rarely spoken of—what was almost never acknowledged—was the quiet toll extracted in its service. The sacrifices made long before anyone thought to name them as such.

“Noblesse oblige,” Louis muttered.

Rising from his desk, he left his office in search of a servant, intending to send word to his son and request his presence at dinner that evening.

The table had been laid with care, though there were fewer places than there had once been. The servants moved quietly, mindful of the absence that lingered over the room, and withdrew once the meal had been served.

Louis sat at the head of the table, his posture formal out of habit rather than necessity. Across from him, Clauvère listened, nodded when expected, and answered when spoken to, though his thoughts wandered elsewhere.

For a time, Louis spoke of practical matters — court resolutions finally concluded, debts settled, the estate brought back into order. He mentioned Martinique only briefly at first, careful not to linger on the distance between himself and his wife.

Clauvère pushed food around his plate more than he ate.

Louis noticed.

“You’ve acquitted yourself well,” he said at last, setting his fork aside. “Your instructors speak highly of you. Advancement so soon is no small thing.”

Clauvère inclined his head. “I do my duty.”

Louis studied him for a moment, then exhaled slowly. “I regret that I was not here for you during these years,” he said. “You were sent forward into manhood while I remained entangled in obligations I could not easily abandon.”

The words were measured, plainly spoken. They carried no expectation of absolution.

“I should have written more. Been present more. That absence was not without cost.”

Clauvère looked up, startled — not by the apology itself, but by its directness. “I understand,” he said after a pause. And he did. Yet understanding did not quiet the restlessness that had taken hold of him.

Louis mistook the tension for disappointment.

“You may feel that the house has kept you waiting,” Louis continued. “That decisions were made for you rather than with you. That is fair.”

Clauvère shook his head slightly. “No. That isn’t it.”

But he did not elaborate.

Louis pressed on, misreading silence as restraint. “Once matters here are fully resolved, I intend to return to Martinique,” he said. “It has been too long. Your mother deserves more than letters and promises.”

At this, Clauvère’s attention sharpened.

“When?” he asked.

“As soon as arrangements allow,” Louis replied. “We will go together.”

The words landed harder than Louis realized.

Clauvère nodded, though his pulse quickened. The thought of returning — of seeing Penelope not as memory but as presence — stirred something raw and urgent within him. He had deferred long enough. Discipline had served him well, but patience had worn thin.

Louis mistook the sudden intensity for impatience with the estate. “You need not fear being delayed much longer,” he said. “What remains is procedural.”

Clauvère forced himself to stillness. “Of course.”

The meal concluded without further revelation. They spoke of small things — training schedules, acquaintances, the weather — until Louis rose, signaling the end of the evening.

As they parted, Louis rested a hand briefly on his son’s shoulder. “You have become a man I am proud to call my heir,” he said.

Clauvère met his gaze. “I hope I may soon be a son again, rather than merely a duty.”

Louis smiled faintly, misunderstanding the heavy words, and withdrew.

Clauvère remained where he was for a moment longer, then turned and made his way back through the quiet corridors alone.

––––––––
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Clauvère returned to his chamber late that evening, the quiet of the estate settling around him like a held breath. The comforts of the house—solid walls, warm hearths, the absence of wind and rain—stood in stark contrast to the months he had spent in the field: working horses, standing watch, enduring the cold winter nights near the Rhine. He closed the door behind him and welcomed the stillness.

At his desk, he paused.

A small bundle of letters lay waiting where he had left them, bound neatly with ribbon. He reached for them without hesitation. The paper bore a faint, familiar scent, and a softness touched his expression as his fingers traced the careful script he knew by heart.

Separated by oceans and obligation, Clauvère had found solace in letters.

There were others, of course—correspondence from his mother, updates written with care and concern—but it was Penny’s hand he sought. Hers were the letters he unfolded slowly, the ones he read more than once, committing the rhythm of her words to memory.

He wrote to her late into the night, often after the day’s drills had ended and the barracks had fallen quiet. By candlelight, he set down the details he believed might keep him present in her life: the dust that clung to his boots after riding, the ache in his shoulders from training, the differences he observed between France and the Caribbean. He wrote of discipline and obligation, but more often of what lay beyond them—the future he continued to imagine, unchanged by distance.

Each letter was folded with care, sealed, and sent with the unspoken hope that his words would arrive before the silence grew too heavy.

Penny’s replies came less frequently, but he recognized her hand at once. Through them, she spoke of the plantation, of Minuette, of the small, unremarkable changes that marked time’s passing in his absence. She
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