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The Case of the Bruised Bachelor





One




John Stanton was the last person to leave the train compartment. Ahead of him, his brother Henry was trying to take control of the group — which wouldn’t work, not with any group which included their brother Richard.

Lewis drifted closer to John. “When is Leonard arriving again?”

John consulted his watch. “Twenty minutes, give or take.”

“Alright. Let’s get Henry and Richard to move, shall we?”

“I resent the ‘we’ here,” John countered. “You get them moving. This whole trip was your plan, after all.”

“Yes … what was I thinking? Those two shouldn’t be left in an enclosed space for any amount of time.” Lewis glared in the direction of their brothers, clearly remembering the train trip. “You should have brought Doyle along to herd them.”

“Yet, Doyle is not a sheepdog, therefore he wouldn’t have been of any use to you here. We need to find out where Leonard will arrive, though.” They were lucky enough that their brother was going to arrive at the same station — London had several, after all.

“You’d need a pack of sheepdogs to get those two to stop bickering…” Lewis sighed. “Can you go ahead and check which platform Leonard will arrive on? I’ll see to it that your suitcases arrive at the hotel.”

“That I can do.”

John left the platform they’d arrived on, leaving his bickering oldest brothers behind, and went to the nearest arrivals list. After scanning it for a moment, he spotted the train Leonard should be on — unless he’d missed it, which was not impossible with their brother. The platform is on the other end of the station … wonderful. With a sigh, he went back to the platform where Lewis had managed the impossible and gotten their brothers to move. Henry and Richard were still arguing about whether or not Richard was allowed to go off on his own for a while — which would mean that he’d go somewhere he could gamble, so Henry was against it.

“Well?” Lewis asked.

“Other end of the station,” John told him in a flat voice.

They shared a short groan. How is it that the two youngest of us have to manage the rest? We shouldn’t be doing this. It couldn’t be helped, though, so Lewis turned to the others to shoo them in the right direction, getting glowered at by both of them. Yet, Henry moved and Richard, still arguing with him, followed. John and Lewis brought up the rear with a few porters who were managing their luggage. Why Henry and Richard had packed that much, John didn’t know. Lewis was a dandy, so it was only to be expected that he’d need more clothing than the rest of them for their trip to London. Neither Henry nor Richard were normally that fussy when it came to their looks.

They arrived on the platform a few minutes before the train was due, had to get platform tickets, as this was not the platform they’d arrived on, and stood around in the cold, waiting. John mustered Henry who was growing more and more annoyed. Richard couldn’t let it rest, could he? Not even for Henry’s bachelor trip, not even when Henry is tying the knot in a few days now… With a sigh, he glanced in the direction from which the train from Cambridge should arrive, bringing in Leonard and a good stack of luggage — Leonard was using the trip to London as the first leg of his journey home to join the family for Henry’s wedding, so he brought along more than just what he’d need for a few days in the city.

Finally, the train approached, being a few minutes late, which was only to be expected. They made for the area with the first-class compartments and found Leonard climbing down from one of them. As always, his clothes were muted and simple — he was the polar opposite of his dandy twin brother, he’d always been.

“It’s good to see you all again,” he greeted them in a grave voice.

“It’s good to see you again, too, Leonard,” Henry said. “We’re all proud of your studies, of course, but I wouldn’t want to get married without you.”

Leonard dipped his head slightly into a nod. “Yes, all of the family should be at the wedding. Yet, do we have to do this?” His grey eyes focused on Lewis, knowing that his own twin had been the instigator.

Lewis returned the look. “Henry deserves a proper bachelor’s outing. He’s been waiting for the wedding for long enough.”

That at least was certainly true. Henry and Laura had been engaged for years until their fathers had finally agreed on the organisation of the wedding. Without John himself getting engaged and clearly moving at a faster pace, Henry might never have pressed for things and wouldn’t be getting married in a few days. Leonard, of course, was disapproving of their trip to London for celebrations — everything else would have been a surprise. Let’s see his reaction, especially when we arrive at the hotel. The hotel in question was where Lewis normally stayed when in London. It had also become customary for John to do so, as the hotel was quite central in the city. It also was a place for dandies who flocked to the city — Leonard and Richard especially would disapprove.

John leaned towards Lewis. “Have you packed smelling salts?”

“Why?”

“Because you have decided to take your twin brother to a place full of sin and debauchery.”

“It’s just a club!” Lewis protested.

“I was referring to the hotel.”

That made Lewis grimace. “Oh…”

Henry approached them. “We’re all here now, so we should leave. Lewis, are you sure the hotel will have our rooms at the ready?”

Lewis nodded. “Yes, absolutely.”

In this case, John was just as certain. He knew the hotel, after all. He watched for a moment as the porters unloaded Leonard’s luggage. Seems like he won’t go back to Cambridge before the start of the next trimester. Well, from what he’s been writing, he’s very good with his studies, so losing a few weeks shouldn’t hurt him too much. Besides, he deserves a break, even if he would never ask for one. Henry’s wedding might be a god-given for his health.

The luggage was added to the stacks already produced by Henry, Richard, and Lewis. John’s two suitcases were barely visible in the heap. They all trooped off the platform and out of the station, flagging down two cabs to split up the luggage and the passengers. John was relieved to find himself in a cab with Henry on the way, not with Richard, as much as he wished Lewis and Leonard luck with him.

“You know the hotel, don’t you?” Henry asked.

“Yes, I stay there myself when I come to London. In the beginning, it was just because I was usually joining either Lewis or my friend James, but the hotel is comfortable, the service is excellent, and it is mostly used by young men my age, so the company is usually nice as well.”

“A lot of dandies?” Henry guessed.

John shrugged. “They are quite friendly, but, yes, it is used by a lot of dandies when they’re in London. The hotel is quite central in the city, close to the best tailors and haberdashers, so they like it very much.” The dandies’ favourite club, Fog Seeker’s, was also nearby, which was another draw.

Henry nodded to himself. “I guess it will do.”

“You haven’t been to London a lot yourself, have you?”

“Only for a few days every now and then when I needed a new wardrobe or parts of it.”

Fashion for men didn’t change as quickly as that for women and several maids at the household were adept in changing the clothes of the men in the family accordingly. Henry usually dressed rather conservative, so he didn’t need to change his style often. He usually got new clothes when it was necessary to replace what had grown too old to work over. Meeting Laura so early has kept him from seeking out the capital for fun.

“You will like the hotel,” John assured his brother. “It’s a nice place to stay.”

Henry glanced at him. “You’re the most far-travelled of us, John. If you say so, I’m sure you’re right.”

And Henry didn’t even know how far-travelled John really was. Italy had not been the country furthest from England John had been to in the past…




* * *




After the cabs had unloaded all five Stanton brothers at the hotel, the staff quickly rose to the occasion and got them all settled with a minimum of fuss. While Leonard was giving all and everyone a disapproving glance, he kept silent apart from that. Richard sneered at all the ‘soft’ men in their colourful clothing around them, but kept silent as well. Henry took the place in stride, simply walking up the stairs to the first floor with the staff to get to his room to freshen up and get a little rest. Lewis and John, who didn’t need any help finding their rooms, stayed on the ground floor for a bit longer.

“What was I thinking?” Lewis lamented. “Why haven’t you stopped me?”

“Had a bad ride with Leonard and Richard?” John guessed.

“They immediately got into an argument … Richard was making fun of Leonard’s bookish ways and Leonard lectured him on piety. It was ghastly.”

“I can see how it would be. Still, aren’t you always saying I’m too grown-up for my age?” Which could be true — John’s past had left him a far more accomplished and adult person than most men his age from his level of society were. “Why do you want me to be the adult now?”

Lewis sighed. “You’re right. I should have known it was a bad idea. I should just have grabbed Henry and you. Henry needs a few days of relaxation before he goes back into the madness of wedding preparations and I know you won’t mind being in London for a while.”

“That would certainly have been more fun.” Henry did need some relaxation, both their mother and Laura’s were driving the servants and the family to madness with their planning. “I wouldn’t have minded a pub tour or two with you and Henry alone.”

“Yes … but I can’t get rid of Richard and Leonard now, can I?”

“Not without resorting to murder…”

“No, thank you. Being accused of it once was enough.” Lewis sighed and walked towards the stairs. “I’ll freshen up and lie down for a bit. Meeting downstairs in half an hour?”

“I can manage that. If you want me to, I’ll tell our brothers.”

“No … I created this mess, now I have to do something about it…”

“As you say…”

John went upstairs himself, freshened up a little, and sat by the window for a while, looking out. After his strenuous travels through Arabia and the Balkan, he was a little tougher when it came to travelling than the rest of his family. While he couldn’t show it, they would never know what he’d done in his room, after all.

Half an hour later, he went downstairs again and to one of the two sitting rooms. It was smaller and, from his experience, less likely to be in use at this time of the day. Henry, always punctual, joined him soon afterwards, then Leonard came in, still wearing a sour expression at being forced to live with dandies. Lewis followed his twin brother, and Richard, clearly annoyed, brought up the rear. They settled in the easy chairs scattered around the room.

“So, what are we going to do tonight?” Henry asked Lewis.

“Well, I thought we could visit a few clubs I know and can get us into. We can drink some, meet people, have fun.”

Henry glanced at Richard. “Not that kind of fun, Richard.”

Richard glowered back. “I’ll do what I want, Henry, at least with my stipend.”

John didn’t give the stipend a high chance of survival. Richard liked gambling, but he was horrid at it. Yet, he didn’t speak out. A night at the clubs sounded fun enough to him and he was sure Lewis could get them into a few more exclusive ones, which could prove useful in his real job at some point.

“Do we have to dip even deeper into sin?” Leonard asked, brow raised.

“You’ve not even seen sin, brother,” Lewis countered. “Besides, I’m not talking about brothels.” He rolled his eyes. “The worst things you can do at the clubs are getting dead drunk and gambling away your money. Surely sinful, but not the worst sin around.”

“Which is why we shouldn’t take Richard with us … his faith and will are weak.” Leonard was right about that, of course.

Richard rounded on him. “What can you say about all of this?” he bellowed. “You haven’t even set a foot outside of a library for years now! Even John knows more about life than you do!” Given how Richard sees me, that’s about as much praise as I’ll ever get from him…

Henry lifted his hand. “I can see both arguments work, Richard. I do not like putting you into the close vicinity of other gamblers, knowing how weak your will is in that area. Yet, Leonard, you need to see more of the world. No matter whether you wish to become a priest after finishing your studies or whether you wish to go deeper into theology, you also need to know what is happening out there. Richard has been in the military, gaining experience there. Lewis often is in London, he knows life in the city. John travelled the continent on his own, he has learned about life as well. You have been sheltered in Cambridge ever since you finished school.”

Under normal circumstances, this might have broken up the argument — Leonard certainly looked ready to accept his older brother’s words on this, it was in his nature.

Yet, with Richard in the room, this wasn’t going to be the end. “Listen to your elder, Leonard. Especially as he’s so experienced himself.”

Next to John, Lewis muttered, “He hasn’t just said that, has he?”

“He has,” John sighed. “He really must like shooting himself in the foot.”

“At least I,” Henry answered, “haven’t been thrown out of the army for fighting an illegal duel over a gambling debt I couldn’t honour.”

Leonard drifted over to Lewis and John. “What is all of this about?”

In hushed tones, Lewis explained to him what had happened. Having been at the seminar at that time, Leonard hadn’t heard about it before. John didn’t even know whether his brother was already aware that he was engaged. Well, he will meet Manju at the wedding…

After learning about Richard’s dishonourable discharge, Leonard shook his head. “This is very sad. Still, do you really think that Richard should get anywhere near other gamblers?”

“He does have a point,” John admitted. “What if we do a pub tour tonight instead of the clubs? We can still drink and be merry, but there’s no gambling in most pubs.”

“True,” Lewis agreed. “Would you feel better about this, Leonard? Just have some pints with us and talk about things which have happened recently?”

“That would be better, yes. Alcohol in moderation is not sinful.”

John could have disagreed with that, but he didn’t want to. A calm tour through a few pubs would be nice enough and not allow for Richard to make more of a fool out of himself. “We can visit a few clubs on other nights, curb Richard’s chances to gamble away his money.”

Lewis grinned. “And John can wax at length about his beautiful fiancee.”

At this, Leonard’s eyes widened. “Wait … John is engaged, too?”

“Only for a little over two months now,” John answered with a smile. “Manju and I have met in London once in the meantime and I am looking forward to seeing her again at the wedding. I’ll be happy to introduce her to you, too.”

“It’s why Henry is now getting married,” Lewis added. “He saw that his youngest brother was now getting engaged as well and already mostly deciding to marry in a year or so and wanted to finally tie the knot with Laura. They’ve been engaged for so long, after all.”

Leonard pursed his lips for a moment. “Well, if it was a wake-up call for him … yes, John, I would love to hear more about your fiancee.”

“And I would love to tell you about her.” John glanced at Lewis. “Pub tour?”

“Pub tour.” Lewis visibly steeled himself. “Wish me luck with breaking up that argument…”

“Good luck to you.”





Two




In the end, they went to a pub first, but then turned to a small club which both Lewis and Richard were familiar with. John had heard about the place — James D. Farnsworth was another regular there —, but he hadn’t been there before himself.

At the club, they quickly drifted apart. Lewis spotted a few friends and went to meet them. Richard, too, spotted acquaintances and followed them to another room — no doubt for some card games he was going to lose, gambling away some of his money. Leonard stayed in the outer areas of the large main room with the bar and gave everyone and everything there a disapproving look the whole time. Naturally, nobody tried to speak to him, which at least meant he wasn’t going to go into lecture mode. Henry drifted over to the bar himself, ordering something to drink. He would go into brooding, that much was for sure.

John first followed Leonard to the outer edges of the crowd, deciding to risk a lecture to keep his brother company for a while.

“Tell me again about your fiancee, will you?” Leonard asked him.

“What do you want to know about her?” John asked back. After all, Leonard already knew how they’d met — and he’d been disgusted by Richard’s actions towards her, even without ever having met her.

“Tell me a little more about her. What is she like?”

“She is beautiful, but that is not what has drawn me to her,” John said. “Manju just completes me in a way I can’t explain.” Not without telling Leonard about his work for the Bureau and Manju’s assassin training, he couldn’t.

“It sounds like you have found true love.”

“I think I have, yes.”

Leonard smiled a little. “Perhaps so have I.”

“Oh?”

“I have met a young lady at Cambridge … Miss Sarah Thomas. She regularly visits her brother who is studying at the seminar as well. She is very pious herself and we often speak about matters of theology. Through her brother, she knows quite a bit about it, you see.”

“It sounds like you share an important interest, then.” A woman equally as religious as Leonard also would want to share his life, no matter whether he turned to priesthood in the Anglican Church or whether he became a professor of theology — both seemed about equally likely at the moment. “You also seem to have a similar worldview, which would bode well for your future together. In the long run, someone with a completely different take on life than the one you have would certainly find it hard to live with you.”

“You are right … I think. I am not sure how to pursue a relationship with her, though.”

“Why don’t you talk to her brother? He will know about their parents’ stance on marriage … whether they, like our parents, give their children the right to choose their own spouse or already have chosen a husband for her.”

Leonard worried his lower lip, which he did often when thinking. “This is a good idea. Sinclair … her brother … and I are friends, so I can certainly breach the subject with him. He might also have noticed my interest in her.” Given Leonard’s inability to hide his feelings, Sinclair would have to be blind not to notice, I’m sure… “You think that will be appropriate?”

“If she shares your more conservative values, not speaking to her directly about it may be more appropriate. Asking her brother first, you can then see where to go. He can step in-between you and her and test out the waters … he might even already know whether she has an interest in you.”

“Thank you, John. I shall certainly talk to him once I’m back in Cambridge.”

“No matter how it turns out, Leonard, I’m sure you will be relieved to know. Uncertainty is usually worse than even the worst outcome of a situation.” At some point, it was necessary to advance, no matter the consequences.

Leonard nodded. “Still, why did we have to come here?”

“Because most people find it amusing to go to a club.”

“I do not.”

“I can see that, yes. Yet, Henry and, as much as I loathe to say so, Richard have a point about your level of experience. You are the middle brother, yet Lewis and I have more experience with life than you do. Do you not want to be a proper husband for Miss Thomas one day?”

“What does that have to do with anything?” Leonard complained.

“Well, in a marriage, should not the husband be the one with more worldly experience?” Not that it was true for him and Manju, but it was exactly the kind of thing Leonard would say.

“He should.”

“Then consider this a lesson outside of the classroom, Leonard. I’m sure you will never take Miss Thomas to such a place,” especially as clubs were normally closed to women, “but you should know more about your fellow man than you do at the moment. Theory can only take you so far, Leonard. You should also strive to gain some practical experience. I don’t say gamble or drink yourself into oblivion, but do partake a little. Speak to a few people … and try not to judge or lecture them.”

“Very well…” Leonard sighed and walked deeper into the room, joining the crowd.

John didn’t give it good chances. Leonard would probably be back in the outskirts soon enough, but he was glad to hear that his brother had other interests than his books. Leonard was in need of someone to run his life for him.

John himself aimed for the bar. Lewis and Richard were entertained already — and there was no way John could stop Richard from gambling away his money —, but Henry was brooding. His oldest brother had a tendency to do that and the stress about the wedding wasn’t making things better there.

The other patrons at the bar gave Henry a wide berth. They were at the club to enjoy life, not to glance at someone who glowered at his glass of wine as if it had insulted his family twenty generations back. John, on the other hand, had no compunctions about sitting next to Henry.

Henry’s head came up. “John.”

“Henry,” John answered and ordered himself a glass of wine, too.

He’d have to keep an eye on his alcohol consumption — not because he couldn’t stomach alcohol, but because his persona for the family couldn’t. It wouldn’t do for him to show his brothers just how much he could actually drink without getting dead drunk. Living amongst sailors and mercenaries had given him a solid training opportunity and he’d taken it.

“I think this isn’t working out … Richard is gambling again and Leonard is unhappy.”

“Leonard is treating this as a lesson outside of the classroom now.”

“Is he?”

“Well, yes. After all, how can he properly judge sin when he’s never seen it? I don’t think he will be doing anything sinful himself … past drinking some wine, too, perhaps … but he is studying the sinner in his natural habitat.”

Henry chuckled softly. “Well, that is better than just standing around with a sour face all the time, I’m sure.”

“It is.”

“What solution is there for Richard, though? He’ll be broke at the end of the night.”

“I don’t know,” John admitted. Under other circumstances, he might have joined the same card game and made sure that at least the money stayed in the family, but that wasn’t an option — it would have destroyed his carefully-built persona.

“I am worrying more for Richard than for Leonard, John.” Henry sighed. “He needs something which keeps him from gambling. Father thought the military would, but it clearly did not.”

“Priesthood would have been more effective, I imagine.”

“Richard is not made for priesthood.”

“Not at all, no.” Leonard was always pious and conservative, even as a small boy. Richard has never shown any inclination towards religion himself.

“What am I going to do with him once I take over, John?” Henry emptied his wine glass and ordered a new wine.

So that was the real problem Henry was brooding about? Once their father had died, Henry would be the new Lord Stanton and the lives of his immediate family members would be in his hands. Their mother was a practical, levelheaded woman who would certainly make for a good widow and not give him troubles, she might even help him or, at any rate, Laura with running the estate. Leonard was set for either priesthood or teaching — and now John also knew that he might soon be engaged as well. Lewis might be a dandy and not really looking for a wife, but he gambled little and usually won more than he lost. He would master his life. John himself, even in the persona Henry knew, also wasn’t one to squander away his money and he would soon have a levelheaded wife as well. Richard was the one Henry would have to worry about constantly.

“I wish I could give you an answer,” John said honestly. “I really wish I could take that burden from your shoulders, but I can’t.”

“I know, John, I know…” Henry reached out for the new glass of wine.




* * *




John continued to move between his brothers. He looked in on Richard and his card game every now and then, noting that Richard’s money diminished while the money in front of the others he played with was growing. It wasn’t a surprise, as much as John would have wanted for it to be one. Leonard was soon at the outskirts of the crowd again, but he was clearly studying the people, not just sourly judging them, so that was better. Lewis was chatting with his dandy friends, several of whom John knew as well, so he joined their chat for a little while, relying on James’ regular information to keep up with the gossip.

During his rounds, he always found Henry at the bar, drinking. Henry clearly could hold his liquor, drinking wine like no tomorrow. He was going to regret that once he woke in the morning — the hangover from several bottles’ worth of wine would be no joke. Hopefully, it would cure Henry of drowning his sorrows in alcohol at least. If not, John was sure, Laura would, once they were married.

Then he approached the bar again, but found the seat occupied by another patron. John glanced around the room, looking for Henry there. Henry was tall, he should have been easy enough to spot, but John couldn’t see him. He walked around the premises, looking into whatever rooms he was allowed to enter, from the lavatories over several different rooms set aside for gambling and other pastimes to the small encased garden in the back where some people would take a breath of fresh air and cool down a little. In the cold, foggy weather they were having, that wouldn’t be pleasant, but perhaps Henry thought he needed to punish himself with the foggy cold. Yet, Henry was not to be found.

Back in the main room, John made for Leonard first. His brother had not drunken anything, as far as he knew — and even if he had, Leonard was not the kind to drink himself into a stupor and a few glasses of wine would not incapacitate him.

“Leonard, have you seen Henry recently?” he asked.

Leonard shook his head. “I have last seen him…” He checked his watch. “…about an hour ago? He was at the bar then.”

“Well, he’s not at the bar now.”

“Lavatory?”

“I looked for him there … and everywhere else. He’s not in the club, not as far as I can tell.”

“What now?” Leonard asked, a worried undertone in his voice. He was, indeed, the least experienced of them all.

“We need to rouse the other two. Can you go for Richard?”

“Of course. You’ll get Lewis?”

“Yes, I will. We will meet here again … much easier to talk here than in the middle of the room or by the bar.”

“Yes.”

Leonard walked towards the room in which Richard was gambling. John would have been lying, had he told someone he regretted setting Leonard on Richard. If anyone apart from Henry, who usually needed to play the ‘I’m your older brother’ card, could get Richard away from the table, it was Leonard with his talent to lecture for hours on end. Even if Richard didn’t want to get up, the other gamblers would insist he walk away with his brother after a while. Cruel? Perhaps, but John would take all the help he could get. John himself walked to the room where Lewis was chatting and got his brother’s attention.

Seeing the worried look on John’s face, Lewis immediately abandoned his friends and came over to him. “What is it, John? Trouble with Richard?”

“I wish… Henry is missing.”

“Henry? If I thought any of the others wouldn’t get into trouble here tonight, it’s Henry. I could see them throw out Richard for not paying up or Leonard for trying to lecture them, but Henry?”

“I’m with you there,” John assured him. He, too, wouldn’t have thought that Henry would get into trouble, his bet would have been on Richard — had he been a gambling person.

“You’ve looked around?” Lewis asked as they left the room and made for the meeting point.

“Yes. I’ve searched the whole club … all areas I could get into, that is, but how would Henry get into any of the others?”

“Good point. What about Leonard and Richard?”

“I sent Leonard to pick up Richard.”

“That was mean of you … well done, John!”

John smirked for a moment. “Well, I thought if someone can get Richard away from the card tables, it’s Leonard. He’ll drop into lecture mode and the other gamblers will want him out of the room.”

“Yes, I can see that.”

They reached the meeting point, but Leonard and Richard weren’t there already. It seems Leonard has not yet tired the card-players out…

Lewis nodded to the bar. “I’ll ask the barkeeper. He’ll have at least an idea when Henry was there last. He’ll know when Henry gave his last order. Where was he sitting, do you know?”

“Right by the wall. I’m sure the barkeeper will remember him.”

Lewis nodded and walked away. As a regular at the club, he would have it easier to find out more — the employees would talk to him more readily than to John, Leonard, or Richard. Speaking of the devil … Richard looks really, really annoyed. But then, so does Leonard. If I were evil, this would be the time to cackle like a moustache-twirling villain.

“What is it?” Richard growled at John.

“Henry is missing,” John answered calmly.

“So?”

Leonard looked around. “Where is Lewis?”

“Talking to the barkeeper,” John told him. “He hopes the man can at least tell him when he’s last seen Henry at the bar.”

“Good.”

Lewis approached the group and John could already tell his news wouldn’t be good. Lewis’ face was dark and brooding for once.

“Well?” Richard asked.

“Henry has been at the bar until about three quarters of an hour ago. The barkeeper says he has drunken about two bottles of wine over the course of the evening, too.”

“Two bottles should be challenging for Henry,” John said with a sigh.

He was aware of the limits of most of his brothers — least aware of Leonard’s, as he didn’t know how much his brother might be drinking at college. Henry could certainly stomach a full bottle of wine or a little more, but two were above his limit, considering he’d also had some pints at the pub earlier.

“Yes,” Lewis agreed. “He wouldn’t be walking … or thinking … straight after that much alcohol tonight.”

“Well, it’s his fault for drinking so much.” Richard shrugged. “If that’s all, I’ll be going back to my game.”

“You won’t,” Leonard told him in a no-nonsense voice. “Our brother is not the kind of person to walk away without a word. Had he wanted to return to the hotel alone, he would have found someone and told them. I was in the main room the whole time and Henry knows I don’t drink. He could easily have come to me. Had he done so, I would even have left with him and seen him back to the hotel safely.”

“Leonard has a point,” John threw in. “Henry would have found him … or me … and we would have taken him back to the hotel. He wouldn’t have walked out into the London night alone … he’s not that well-acquainted with the city. He can’t have been that drunk … he wouldn’t have been able to walk at all at that point.”

“What now, then?” Richard asked.

“I’ll speak to the proprietor,” Lewis said. “You all stay here.” With those words, Lewis walked through the room like a predator on the prowl.

Leonard surprised John by leaning in and saying, “I do not want to be the proprietor of this place right now … Lewis is in a truly foul mood.”

“He is,” John agreed. “Yet, I understand him. If something happens to Henry and the employees here could have prevented it, Lewis is going to turn into a fury.”

Richard sneered. “As if…”

“Trust me, I’ve seen it happen, Richard. You wouldn’t like to see him like that.”

For the time being, though, they could only wait…





Three


Lewis came back with a frown on his face. “Nobody has seen Henry leave, they barely noticed he was gone…”

“That’s bad.” John sighed. “Yet, the club is pretty full, so it would be easy to overlook a person.”

“Well, yes.”

“We need to go to the police,” Leonard threw in. “This must be done by the right people.”

Well, I am the right people, yet Leonard can’t know. John nodded. “I guess we should go to the police. If Henry really left the club on his own, he might have walked into an officer and been detained for being drunk.”

Lewis shuddered slightly next to John, probably remembering his own time in a cell. “That could have happened. Henry isn’t a belligerent drunk or anything, but he might still have been taken in, if only for his own good.”

“Then we should go to the nearest station. Anyone knows which one it is?”

Lewis sighed and gave the station’s address. “It’s just three streets from here … so chances are high Henry might have ended up with them. If not, they’re in the best position to look out for him.”

John glanced at Lewis. “How about you two go to the station, Richard and Leonard? Lewis and I know the area a bit better. We can have a look at the alleyways here, perhaps Henry has ended up in one of them.”

Lewis ran with it immediately and nodded. “Yes, that’s a good idea. Richard, you’ll be best at talking to the police. You have been with the military, after all, so you have a natural authority.” Not that Richard does, but it makes for a good reason. “And Leonard, you can certainly make them see how important it is to look for Henry, should he not be there already…”

Richard frowned. “I can see why you’d say that, Lewis, but I am not fond of mixing with the police. Someone from our level of society never should…”

“Don’t say something like that,” Leonard immediately told him. “The police does important work in society, keeping us safe from all the criminal elements. We cannot search all of London on our own and we do not know where Henry is. He might get into all kinds of trouble.” Leonard shivered slightly, probably imagining it. “It is perfectly fine to go to the police with a problem like this. Besides, we can spare Henry a night in a cell, should he already have been arrested.”

“Well, if he gets arrested, he deserves it.”

Lewis and John exchanged glances. Clearly, James has made the right call in the Ida-Watson situation. Had he informed anyone but me of Lewis’ arrest, things would have gone much worse… Yet, none of them spoke up for the moment.

“Henry has done nothing to deserve this. You … all of you … encouraged his drinking!”

John couldn’t remember having done so in person, but then he thought of the little chat he’d had with Henry. It wasn’t a good time to tell Richard that he was causing his brother to drink, not while Leonard was nearby. The lecture would be never-ending.

“We didn’t encourage him to get dead drunk!” Lewis protested. “You said yourself that alcohol in moderation is not a sin!”

Leonard frowned at getting his own words thrown back into his face. “Well, at any rate, we should have kept an eye out for him!”

“Am I my brother’s keeper, Leonard?” Richard said with a sneer.

“Yes, you are!” Leonard turned to face Richard fully, going into full lecture mode. “You are the second oldest of us! Yet, you abandoned all of us completely for your gambling! It’s highly shameful!”

Lewis sighed and leaned close to John. “We should really only have taken Henry to London.”

“I agree. Between us, we could have kept an eye on him.” And he wouldn’t have stressed over Richard gambling and drunken more than he should… “I did keep an eye on him, but then he simply disappeared on me.”

“It’s not your fault alone. I should have come back to the main room myself every now and then, just to see how the rest of us are. It was my idea and I’m older than you…”

“I think we can agree that we all failed Henry.”

“Well, we can. They? Not so much…”

John focused on Leonard and Richard again. They were arguing, but it wasn’t looking good for Richard — as a student, Leonard was much better at preparing and delivering his arguments.

“We will go to the police,” Leonard said tersely, “and see to it that they are informed of Henry’s disappearance. As the oldest of us … as we are here … you will do this duty to your older brother and your family. I shouldn’t even have to tell you that … isn’t military service all about one’s duty to one’s country?”

Richard glowered at him. “What would you know of the military … or of duty?”

“As much as it hurts,” Lewis threw in, now entering the fray, “Leonard has a point. With Henry gone, you are the oldest of us, Richard … as you always wanted to be, I’m sure … and you have to take over the duties of the oldest. Making sure the police is informed of the disappearance of a family member is definitely your duty.”

“Yes,” John agreed with a nod.

“You don’t get to say anything about this, John, you’re barely adult, after all…” Richard growled out, going for what he considered the easiest mark.

Leonard frowned at Richard’s words. “John is certainly an adult, Richard. Both in age and, as you pointed out earlier, in experience. That he’s a rather silent person doesn’t mean that he has no opinions or nothing to say.” Good God, he must really be in lecture mode right now… “As
































































