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October 3, 4820: Planet Englor

Fischer House in London, Moreal (the ruling country of Englor)

––––––––
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Bloody hell and imploding stars, that hurt. Simon was going to be lame if this dance didn’t end soon. Resisting the urge to shake out his aching foot, he smiled tightly at his partner. How long was this set anyway?

“Oh dear! I’m so sorry, Your Highness.” Lady Drucilla’s bottom lip quivered, and she ceased moving. The girl was heavy on her feet for such a gangly thing. Those dainty little pink dancing slippers were lethal weapons.

“Quite all right, Lady Drucilla. No harm done.” Simon tugged her hand just enough to get her going again.

“But your foot....” Her big brown eyes brimmed with tears, reminding him how young she was.

“It was my fault, not yours.” Glancing toward the edge of the dance floor, he spotted her mother, Lady Hemplewine, frowning. Damn. He’d have to ask Drucilla for another dance to keep her from getting in trouble with her mama. Galaxy, he didn’t know if the tops of his feet could take the abuse, but to keep her from a lecture, he’d grin and bear it. “I’ll allow you to make it up to me, however. Perhaps you have another dance available on your card?”

Her eyes widened and her steps faltered. “You don’t have to do that, Your Highness.”

Simon glanced over her shoulder at her glowering mama and the line of debutantes staring at them. Gads, he hated balls. They made him feel like a piece of meat thrown to a pack of starving dogs. “I want to.”

She smiled suddenly, her whole face brightening. One day she’d be a real beauty... once she grew into her limbs. At barely sixteen she was an awkward thing, reminding Simon of a fawn. “She’s glaring daggers at me, isn’t she? Or are you hoping to escape the hordes of hopefuls vying for your attention?”

Oh, she was a smart one. Simon grinned. “Both actually.”

Drucilla giggled and promptly stepped on his foot again. “Oh dear. I’m really rather terrible at dancing, aren’t I?”

“Nonsense. It’s what? Your first season? You will improve by leaps and bounds. By next season you’ll be the belle of every ball.” He’d make certain of it by dancing with her at every one of the blasted things he was forced to attend. He liked her. She didn’t flirt outrageously or chatter nervously. That in itself was unique.

“You are too kind, Your Highness. I volunteer to help you keep the ravenous ladies away, but please don’t worry about Mama. She will forgive me. As you’ve pointed out, it’s only my first season, after all.”

“Then I shall hold you to helping me fight off the marriage-minded ladies of the ton.” Simon grinned as the music ended, and he offered Drucilla his arm. “Thank you for the dance.”

She leaned close and whispered, “What makes you think I’m not one of the marriage-minded ladies?”

The minx. Simon threw his head back and laughed. “Call it a hunch. Maybe because you hesitated so long when I asked you to dance that your mother practically shoved you into my arms.”

The crowd parted for them as he led Drucilla back to her mother. When several eager ladies closed in behind Lady Hemplewine, Simon glanced around, searching for an escape route.

“Your Highness....” Lady Hemplewine began fluttering and curtsying.

Drucilla let go of his arm as they drew close to her mother and said, “Isn’t that your friend Lord Biltshire beckoning to you by the refreshment table, Your Highness?”

Oh, he owed her for that one. “It is indeed. Forgive me, Lady Hemplewine, Lady Drucilla, but I must see what he wants.” He bowed, winked at Drucilla, and dashed away. Now if he could just get to the cardroom without being stopped.... Maybe afterward he’d find a nice young man to spend the evening with.

“Your Highness.” Lords Tettering and Avery nodded as he passed.

“Tettering. Avery.” Simon dipped his head in greeting, but didn’t linger. He was only a few yards from the ballroom entrance. Almost there.

“Did you hear about Lord Keller’s youngest boy?”

Upon hearing the venom in his mother’s voice, Simon stumbled and nearly plowed into a potted plant, but he caught himself and ducked behind the large topiary.

She let out a sound of distaste very much like a snort. “Got caught with a footman. Disgusting! I tell you, those sodomites should all be executed. Deviants, every last one of them. We need to outlaw it and make it a mandatory death sentence. That will stop it. I’ve tried to get Howard to bring it up in Parliament, but he hasn’t. So I’ve elicited help from Devonshire, Brotham, and His Grace the Duke of Paddock. That should show my dear husband. I’ll get things done without his help.”

Bile rose up the back of Simon’s throat, and his blood ran cold. He’d always known how narrow-minded she was, but did she really think men should be hanged for preferring other men? Would she have him hanged too? Sweat dripped from his temple, and a crushing weight took up residence in his chest.

“Simon?”

Bloody hell. Slapping a hand to his chest, he whipped around and came face-to-face with his uncle. “Dust, Aldred.” The music had faded into the background of his mind, and he’d totally lost track of where he was, but now it came back with new clarity.

Aldred Hollister chuckled. “Didn’t mean to scare you, boy.” He cocked one dark brow. “What are you doing hiding behind plants instead of enjoying yourself? This is a ball. You’re supposed to be dancing and having a good time.”

Simon willed his heart to stop racing and smiled at his uncle. “I’ve just finished dancing.”

“Hmm....” Aldred pursed his lips, studying Simon. He jerked his head toward the entryway of the ballroom. “Come join me for a drink. I doubt Westland will mind if we use his study.”

“All right.”

As they made their way around the clustered groups of people in conversation on the edge of the dance floor, Aldred drew near to be heard over the orchestra. “What’s wrong?”

Simon hesitated, but only for a second. He really shouldn’t be surprised Aldred had picked up on his mood. He hadn’t had time to put on his poker face. Then again, with Aldred it probably wouldn’t have mattered. “Have you heard abo—”

“Your Highness, Your Grace, good evening.” Lord Dimplemore stepped away from a small cluster of lords and bowed to them. His gaudy bright purple waistcoat competed with the pale yellow and salmon colors of the Earl of Westland’s ballroom, hurting Simon’s eyes.

Nodding, Simon acknowledged Dimplemore but kept going. He’d learned long ago if he hesitated at all, he was doomed. Normally he didn’t mind, but the thought of his mother wanting to execute people for their differences had him off-kilter.

Aldred echoed Simon’s greeting and rushed to catch up to Simon. “Well done, my boy. Dimplemore is a windbag. We’d have been there for ages.”

“You taught me well.” Simon grinned. His parents would have simply cut the man, but that wasn’t his uncle’s way, and it wasn’t Simon’s either. It was only one of the many reasons he looked up to his uncle. “Have you heard of the scandal?”

“You mean Keller’s son?”

“Yes.”

“Ah. Yes. I don’t believe there is a soul in London who has not.”

True, the ton had been talking about it for the last two days. The reactions ranged from horrified to apathetic. Likely the news had spread all over the countryside by now, and possibly the entire planet. The whole ordeal was quite tragic, with the lovers being shunned as they’d been.

They reached the door and squeezed by several lords and ladies entering. Simon and Aldred both dipped their heads in acknowledgment as they passed.

In the hallway, Aldred stopped in front of a tall slim lady with graying brown hair piled high on her head. When she turned, Simon recognized her as Lady Westland, their hostess.

“My lady, might we borrow Westland’s study?” Aldred asked with a bow.

The countess practically fell all over herself, blushing and simpering like a chit right out of the schoolroom. “Why, of course, Your Grace.” She curtsied to Aldred and then Simon. “Your Highness.”

Simon caught her gloved hand and brought it to his lips. “Lady Westland, you look lovely as always.”

She giggled and her cheeks grew even ruddier. “Why, thank you, Your Highness. Please feel free to use Westland’s study as long as you need. I’ll inform our butler, Williams, that you’re not to be disturbed and that the room is not to be recorded.”

“Thank you, my lady.” Aldred bobbed his head and continued down the hall to their right.

Simon hadn’t been in the Earl of Westland’s townhome enough to know where the study was, so he followed his uncle’s lead.

When they reached their destination, Aldred held the door open, allowing Simon to enter first before closing it. The small dark room was done in greens and blacks with a huge black marble fireplace. It was clearly a man’s domain, and a relief after being in the garishness of the ballroom.

Simon sat in a black leather armchair in front of the fire as Aldred crossed to the small mahogany side bar and began pouring two tumblers of brandy. “Tell me, what’s troubling you?”

Relieved to be out of the public eye, Simon stretched his legs in front of him and got comfortable. “My mother.” Which was nothing new—his mother was a constant source of irritation. He hadn’t reached eighteen years of age without learning that she cared more for her looks, clothes, and social rank than anything else, including her only child. This time, though, she truly disturbed him; her attitude was... frightening. “She’s a dangerous woman.”

“Ah. Yes, she is. Most people with access to a lot of power and very little intelligence are.” Aldred delivered the statement as matter-of-fact, without even a touch of malice. He crossed the room and handed Simon a tumbler before sitting opposite him and sampling his drink.

Mmm, the warm smell of brandy assailed Simon’s senses, and he took a sip as well while he digested his uncle’s statement. He’d never considered his mother an idiot, but it was true she did not know a wide variety of things. “Why did he marry her? He could’ve had anyone.”

Aldred pulled a silver cigar case from his inside coat pocket, opened it, and offered it to Simon, and then took one for himself before putting it away. “I should think that would be obvious. Your mother is a very beautiful woman.”

“So are certain species of snakes....” Simon took another drink. “Ahhh....” That tingling when it went down was something. A few more of these and he’d be fine with everything. Too bad he had a conscience that wouldn’t allow him to overdo it and forget.

Aldred laughed. “Indeed, but don’t be too hard on your father. You got your mother’s looks, thank galaxy. How would you’ve liked being cursed with the Hollister ears?” He smiled over his drink, his gray eyes twinkling in merriment.

Simon scoffed. His uncle was not an unattractive man. Being single and only in his midforties, Aldred was still considered quite a catch. Simon would much rather have gotten the Hollister dark hair. His mother’s might not be the darker red shade his had grown into, but he’d inherited it from her side of the family. Besides, Aldred’s ears weren’t anywhere near as big as Simon’s father’s. “I look like a Hollister.”

“A Hollister with a nice, smooth, freckleless complexion and ears the right size for your head, but that’s beside the point. What did your mother do now? And why were you asking about Keller’s boy?”

Tapping the cigar against his glass, Simon sat back. “She wants to have homosexuality outlawed and punishable by death. I really should inform her that her own son will be at the gallows along with all the other—what did she call them? Ah yes, deviants? Narrow minds like that are terrifying, Aldred. I’m safe from her hatred and bigotry, but other Englorians are not.”

“Ah.” Aldred pulled out a cutter and snipped the end of his cigar before lighting it. After tossing the cutter and lighter to Simon, he sat back and puffed on his cigar. The pleasant, almost sweet-smelling smoke of his preferred vanilla-flavored cigars filled the air.

Simon frowned, catching the lighter but missing the cutter. What does he mean, “ah”? Reaching down between his feet, Simon picked up the cutter off the emerald-colored carpet and studied it. He pushed the plunger down like a mini guillotine. He winced, once again thinking about what his mother would like to do to people she considered unnatural.

“That again? I thought she’d given up on the homosexual issue.”

“She’s done this before?” Simon snipped the end of his cigar and stuck it between his lips.

Aldred shrugged, pulled his cigar out of his mouth, and held it and his brandy in one hand. “She does it every few years, depending on who she’s associating with.” He took a puff from his cigar and crossed one black linen-clad leg over the other. “Let’s see, she’s been seen with the Viscountess Griffon and the Marchioness of Whipple lately. Both are patronesses of the Church of Englor. So, yes, it makes sense. Plus, with the recent scandal.... Can’t let the morality of Englor suffer, don’t you know?”

“Morality?” Simon winced. He hadn’t meant to shout, but damn it, how was this a morality issue?

Aldred’s left eyebrow rose. “So she says. So most people say.”

Disgusted, Simon shook his head and removed the cigar from his lips. “It’s no more a moral issue than some debutantes preferring orange to pink or some lords having a fondness for brandy over scotch. Morality is whether it’s right or wrong to kill someone, whether it’s okay to steal. Who one chooses to sleep with is not a moral issue nor should it be against the law. Isn’t adultery against the law? And yet over half the people in that ballroom behind us are adulterers, including my mother. You don’t hear her or her friends wanting to make that punishable by death.”

Simon finally took a breath and tried to relax. Shouting at Aldred wasn’t going to help matters. Sticking the cigar between his lips again, he fumbled with the lighter. Gads, he was never going to get used to these things. None of it—the oddities of politics or the habits of the ton. They all seemed so shallow. He lit his cigar and promptly choked.

“Put that out before you kill yourself. You do not have to smoke.” Aldred took another sip of his brandy and a puff of his own cigar before tapping some of the ashes off in the green glass ashtray on the small table between their chairs.

Simon swigged his drink, trying to calm his hacking, but it only helped a little. “I keep thinking it will get better. I mean, there must be some reason you and Father smoke the damned things.”

Chuckling, Aldred shook his head. “Put it out. You don’t have to master everything.”

Simon snubbed out his cigar and leaned back in his chair, smiling. Aldred knew him too well. “I don’t like it, Uncle.” His grin melted from his face. “A government should protect its people... all of its people. It’s not fair.”

Aldred leaned forward, his own smile fading. “Life’s not fair, Simon.”

“No, it’s not.” His stomach plummeted to his feet, and Simon set his glass on the table. He ran his hands down his face, feeling more tired than he had only moments ago. “My friend Proctor is a perfect example of political unjust. Roc is being forced to join the IN and then the Englor Marines against his wishes because he is a commoner. He’s from a wealthy family, but one without a title nonetheless. On the flip side of that is my friend Wycliffe. He wants a military career, but his father refuses to buy him a commission, insisting that the future Duke of Amberley remain out of harm’s way. What better way is there to learn to be a duke?” Simon sat forward, bracing his elbows on his knees. The unfairness of it all ate at him. “How can we expect people to respect us and follow our lead when the laws don’t apply to us?” Hell, Simon himself had entertained the idea of fighting for his planet, but he’d never brought it up, knowing he’d be advised against it. “Why can’t leaders make laws to protect and help their constituents? Why is it they only do things to protect their own interests?”

“Unfortunately, my boy, that is the way it works. It’s been that way for centuries.” Aldred’s voice was soft, almost sad.

“I don’t like it. I’ve never liked it, and I never will.” That footman and Keller’s son, Gerald, should be able to be together if that was what they wanted. Instead, the footman was thrown out on his ear without a recommendation, and Gerald was sent to rusticate in the country.

“Then change it.”

Simon blinked and met Aldred’s gaze.

Aldred stared right at him, just as serious.

Like that, it all seemed so clear. Why hadn’t he seen it before? Simon stood and headed for the door. His mind was made up. “I will change it. I’ll lead by example.” Since graduating from school last year, he’d been contemplating his life, his destiny. Wycliffe’s reasons for wanting to join the service were sound. He thought it would help him more effectively manage his estate when it was passed down to him. And Simon agreed. The future of Englor rested on his shoulders, and he was going to do what he considered honorable. He was going to do something for his people.

“Where are you going?”

He stopped, his hand on the doorknob, and turned to face Aldred. “I’m going to enlist in the Intergalactic Navy, then serve my planetary system in the Englor Marines.”

Aldred’s eyes widened, and he juggled his cigar, nearly dropping it into his glass. Some ashes fell in the drink. “Simon, the royal family does not serve in the military.”

“No, but the common man is regulated by law to serve two years in the IN and two years in the Englor Marine Corps to protect the freedoms of Englor and its peers. That hardly seems right.” He turned back toward the door. No one was going to talk him out of this. “Besides, where else am I going to learn to lead?”

As he closed the door behind him, he thought he heard “That’s my boy.”
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My parents might never recover from the trauma of having to ask me to put my hacking skills to good use after dissuading me from using them all these years.

—from the journal of Payton Marcus Townsend

––––––––
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January 15, 4830: The Lady Anna, two parsecs outside the Englor system

“Hurry, hurry, hurry.” Payton darted a glance around the engine room, then back to the monitors in front of him. Almost done—download 98 percent complete. Come on. If he could just get into the IN mainframes....

Dust. His hands were sweating, and no sooner had he wiped them on his trousers than a drop of perspiration dripped down his temple as well. He dashed it away. Get it together, Pay. If you’re going to spy for your planet, you can’t go around looking like a nervous ninny.

Nate had brought him on this trip to work on deciphering the messages Aiden and Trouble had downloaded, but Payton wanted to get a head start on researching Colonel Hollister, whose picture they found in the belongings of an Englorian spy on Regelence. This was the perfect plan. Hacking into the Englor Marines’ message database from the Lady Anna would make it nearly impossible to trace. Even if there were cyber footprints, they wouldn’t be detected until he was on Englor, and no one would suspect him. Unless, of course, he failed to get out of here and back to his room unseen.

His com-pad beeped, signaling it was done. “Yes.” Payton closed the two screens together, with the displays facing out so he could monitor the ship’s cameras and get back to his room undetected. Bypassing sensors and cameras to hide his whereabouts was simple, but sneaking past crewmembers—Nate in particular—would be a little more challenging.

Pulling up the first camera on his screen, Payton hurried to the door. He could turn the camera off remotely, but he needed to see if anyone was outside the door first. He brought up the view immediately outside the engine room and then the next hallway to make certain no one was walking into this corridor. Nothing out there but the ugly purple carpet and stark metal bulkhead. The IN colors were black, white, and gold. Why not black carpet?

He opened the door and closed it quietly behind him. As he rushed toward the end of the hall, he pulled up the next camera. Still clear. With a couple of touches of his fingertip, he turned off the camera and opened a window with the next view in it. Dust. Two sailors were headed his way. Payton looked around and spotted a hatch directly across from where he stood. He did some fast tapping on the screen and opened a map. The room was an officer’s apartment. That wouldn’t work. Where was a maintenance closet when you needed one?

He had mere seconds to decide what to do. Ducking his head, Payton plowed forward, like he was where he was supposed to be. Really, he had no other choice; just waiting there looking for a hiding place would definitely make him stand out. Note to self: next time steal—no, not steal, a Townsend did not steal—borrow a uniform.

The sailors came around the corner. Both were privates, both a little taller than Payton’s five feet six inches, and he hadn’t seen either one of them before. Of course, that wasn’t surprising; the Lady Anna had a crew of over two hundred. Fortunately neither man paid Payton any mind and walked right past him, still engrossed in their conversation.

Payton let out the breath he’d been holding and brought up the next camera. This was where it could get tricky. The corridor opened up into a four-way intersection. Two of the branches led to the public areas of the ship. The hall he was in led to the engine room, and the hall directly across from him led to his quarters. On his screen the intersection appeared devoid of personnel, but Payton had no illusions it would stay that way. Maybe the same trick would work? At this point he had nothing to lose. He turned off the camera, put his com-pad under his arm and raised his nose in the air. Nothing to see here. Just taking a stroll, stretching my legs.

As Payton reached the halfway point of the intersection, a husky female voice said, “Aye, aye, Admiral.”

Star dust and imploding planets. There was only one admiral on board. Payton looked over in time to see Nate turning away from Captain Brittani Kindros and toward the intersection. Dust. Payton took off running and didn’t stop until he reached his hatch. He darted inside and leaned against the smooth metallic panel when it closed behind him. He’d tell Nate what he’d done, but he wanted to wait until after he had some information to impart. His hardheaded, macho admiral brother-in-law would throttle him if he got caught. Despite bringing Payton for his hacking talent, Nate was trying to keep Payton’s involvement to a minimum. At least that was what Payton suspected.

Taking a deep breath, he pulled himself together and used his screen to bring the cameras back up.

Nate turned down the hallway that led to Payton’s room. He had such a commanding air about him. Even though he was so big and masculine, he moved with an elegant grace that spoke of his upbringing. Today Nate looked every inch the earl, in his crisp brown morning coat, brown pinstriped waistcoat, and cream-colored cravat. Aiden was a lucky man... and any minute Payton would be a dead one.

He’d told Nate he was going to nap after Nate had soundly beaten him at chess. His black leather case sat by the chaise he’d deserted to go play spy. He raced toward it and deposited his com-pad into it. Searching the outer pocket of his case, he found his leather-bound journal and a pen. The knock came just as he pulled both of them into his lap.

Payton took a deep shuddering breath, trying to slow his racing heart, opened the book, and held his pen like he was writing. “Come in.”

Nate met Payton’s gaze and smiled almost reluctantly. “You’ve been writing in your journal?” The hatch shut behind him.

“Yes.” Please don’t let him see how hard I’m breathing.

Nate’s brows pulled together, his forehead furrowing. “Okay, I thought I—never mind. So tell me, how is it someone as computer savvy as you records his journal on paper rather than his computer? You’ve rarely been without that thing”—Nate dipped his head toward Payton’s computer bag beside the chaise—“the entire trip. You’re nearly as bad as your brother with his sketchscreens.”

Payton shrugged. “I know better than anyone how easy it is to hack into computers.”

Nate’s face went comically blank. “Are you telling me that your personal computer is not secure?”

No computer is secure with someone who knows what he’s doing. Payton laughed, hoping it didn’t sound nervous. “Of course it is. If you are concerned about household computers breaking in, you need not—even Jeffers can’t get into my com-pad, and I’ve programmed him to be able to take a peek at other computers that enter the castle.”

“Good.” The tension in Nate’s shoulders eased, and he came farther into the room. He smelled good, smoky and kind of sweet, like he’d smoked a flavored cigar. After taking a seat on the edge of the chaise, Nate crossed one leg over the other and stretched his feet out in front of him. He gestured toward Payton’s journal, making a “give it here” motion.

Payton’s mouth dropped open, and he shook his head, clutching it to his chest. What was wrong with Nate? Surely he didn’t expect Payton to allow him to read his journal.

Nate sighed and held out his hand. “I’m not going to read it.”

“Then why do you want it?” Admiral, brother-in-law, and guardian at the moment notwithstanding, no way Payton was turning it over. Nate would have to physically take it from him, but for all Nate’s brute strength, Payton didn’t think the man had it in him. He was so gentle with Aiden. Besides, Payton had overheard his brother tell Nate to keep him safe. And as silly as Payton thought that was—he could take care of himself, after all—he knew Nate would never break a promise to Aiden.

“Flip to a blank page and give it here.” Nate’s eyes narrowed.

Payton shook his head so hard he felt like Muffin being told to get her bath. He inched his way to the side of the chaise, preparing to run. Childish and cowardly it might be, but no one read his journal.

Moving surprisingly quick for such a big man, Nate snagged the leather-bound book and the pen out of Payton’s arms.

Mine. Gasping, Payton lunged at him.

Nate caught him easily and shoved him back to his seat.

Payton landed on his arse with a jolt, even on the soft cushion.

Flipping to the back of the book, Nate wrote something. Within seconds he offered the book and pen to Payton.

What in the bloody hell? Maybe Nate hadn’t lost his mind. Payton snatched the book back, giving Nate a glare for good measure.

Nate smiled. “I’m impressed. Your brother probably would have attacked me if that were him and his sketchscreen.”

Payton didn’t bother mentioning he had tried to attack Nate, but Nate had pretty much swatted him away like a pesky fly. Being small rained meteors. Still frowning, he looked down at the journal.

On the unlined paper was a surprisingly elegant scrawl: Can you secure this room so we can talk privately?

The tightness in Payton’s chest eased. The Lady Anna, like Jeffers, had listening capabilities in the private quarters.

Nodding, Payton reached over the side of the chaise, stuffed his journal into his bag, and grabbed his com-pad. He hadn’t turned it off, so all he had to do was flip it open. In seconds, he had the computer locked out of this room and the adjoining suite that belonged to Nate, just in case the microphones were ultrasensitive. He glanced up at Nate. “Okay.”

“Okay? That was quick.”

Yeah, it was, since he’d already been inside the ship’s computer, but he wasn’t going to tell Nate that. “I’m good.”

“You are indeed. I’m impressed. I wanted to talk to you about our plan. You’re going to Englor as my aide and an IN lieutenant.”

Huh? Payton’s jaw dropped for the second time in minutes. “Beg pardon?”

“I’ve had Brittani fake your records. No one will know but the two of us... and Brittani.”

“And Captain Kindros is trustworthy?”

“Absolutely.” Nate said it so quickly and with such confidence. “But you trust no one except me. Understood?”

“Yes, sir. What if someone recognizes me?”

“I doubt that will be a problem. But if they do, you will just pretend to be flattered and tell them thank you, being a Regelen, it is quite an honor to be mistaken for your namesake.” Nate grinned. “You are, however, not Payton Townsend, but Lieutenant Payton Jeffers. You answer only to me. I have uniforms for you with my things, and we will change on the space station before going down to Englor. Do you think you can act like a soldier?”

“Jeffers?” Jeffers was the name of his family’s computer butler. Payton smiled. This was going to be fun. “Aye, aye, Admiral, I think I can handle it. Are you forgetting where I was raised and how revered soldiers are on Regelence?” He gave Nate a crisp salute.

Nate chuckled and shook his head. “Good. I’ll have to talk to my family to make certain they don’t give you away, but other than that, I believe we are set.”

“Not quite.”

One of Nate’s dark brows rose. “Oh?”

They were fairly certain the IN was behind the stolen weapons stash and the kidnapping of Payton’s brother, Aiden, thanks to what Aiden had overheard, but even after Aiden’s return, they weren’t certain Englor was involved or, if so, to what extent. Englor could be a great ally in a confrontation with the IN, but first they had to be certain of Englor’s status. “What other sources do you want me to try? Should I get into IN Intelligence and Colonel Hollister’s computer for a peek around?”

Payton was nearly positive the encoded messages Nate’s son, Trouble, had intercepted a few months back had been stolen messages intended for Colonel Hollister from his spy Benson. Benson had been Aiden’s valet for a few months, but no one had realized he was a spy until after he was killed.

After some digging around, Payton had ascertained that the code was Englorian, but since he didn’t know Englorian encryption, that still left him with a lot of work to do. Hopefully his recent adventure breaking into the Englor message system, would aid him in figuring out the code. “We still need to learn what Benson was doing on Regelence,” Payton reminded Nate.

“I’m going to ask around—discreetly. And if that doesn’t work, we’ll ask a little more forcefully.”

Yes. “Like an interrogation? Torture?” Payton leaned forward. The danger of getting caught was exciting. It would be like shutting down Jeffers, their butler at Townsend Castle, only more intense, more like setting up the program to hack Englor’s mainframes.

Nate laughed and shook his head. “No. Well, yes, but you aren’t going to be with me if it comes to that.”

Dust. Payton slumped back in his seat. Wait. He leaned forward again. “You can’t do it by yourself. You’ll need backup.” Nate shook his head, but Payton didn’t wait to be turned down. “I’m an excellent shot with a fragger and competent with a sword. I’m also trained in hand-to-hand combat, although admittedly I haven’t a lot of practice with it.”

“No. You’re here to help me decipher those coded messages. There’s no way I’m going to put you in the line of fire. Any information I need you to decipher, I’ll bring to you.”

Oh bloody hell. Payton flopped back onto the chaise. “What good is all my schooling if I’m never going to use it?”

“Are you not using your computer skills?”

“I wasn’t taught the particular computer skills I’m using. I learned them myself. I was referring to the different survival techniques all young lords are forced to learn. Like swordplay and martial arts.” Here he was, away from home, and he was still going to be coddled like a child. At least Nate did want him using his more controversial technological knowledge. That was something, he supposed.

“What exactly does your education consist of? Aiden thinks the majority of it is useless and that it’s all about obtaining a consort and running a household.”

“Some of it was. I suppose for Aiden a lot of it was a waste of time. After taking his first art class, all he ever wanted to do was draw. He only did enough of the other stuff to keep from getting in trouble so he could get back to his art. But for the rest of us....” Payton used a little of all of it. “We’re taught math and English of course, French, Latin, and Italian. The basic computer skills, economics, and diplomacy are touched on as well as history and science. I don’t see myself ever using music or art, and I wish I didn’t have to use dancing, but all of those were included as well as basic self-defense. We probably learned more self-defense than most lords do because Cony thought it was very important. He still makes us spar with him on occasion just to make certain we remember.”

Nate seemed to consider it for a moment. “Very well. Should the need arise, I’ll include you on the breaking and entering.”

Payton smiled. This trip was promising to be quite an adventure. “Perhaps this is a good time to tell you I’ve hacked into the Englor message center.”
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January 15, 4830: Planet Englor

Hollister House in London, Moreal

“Stop right there, Colonel.”

Damn. Simon froze with his foot hovering over the threshold of his front door. What now? He was cold, wet, and—was that him that smelled so foul? He dipped his head toward his chest and sniffed. His nose twitched. Yeah, that was him. The ride home on Cirilo wasn’t bad, but having handed the thoroughbred over to his groom, the wind was no longer breezing past him. Instead, it was at his back, blowing the stench toward him.

“Dunston, it’s freezing out here, I smell horrible, and Roc and I have to get ready to meet Wycliffe for dinner at White’s. I have to shower.” From the appearance of the horizon, a storm was moving in at a rather fast clip.

“According to my sensors, your boots are covered in mud and all manner of vile substances. The staff has just cleaned Hollister House from top to bottom, and I’ll not have you defiling the mansion with that filth. Remove the boots, Colonel,” the smooth deep voice ordered evenly.

Knowing better than to argue, Simon groaned as he grabbed the heel of his right boot and touched slime. Ah yuck. “Stupid computer,” he mumbled under his breath.

“I heard that.”

Of course he did. Dunston heard everything, Dunston saw everything, and Dunston knew everything. One of these days, Simon was going to reprogram him.

“Whatever happened to you, Colonel?”

Simon reached for his other boot. Oh galaxy, something squishy wiggled between his toes. “I rescued Lady Eleanor Pimpernickle’s new puppy from the Serpentine in Hyde Park.”

“Ho there, out of the way, Si. What’s the holdup? It’s cold out here.” Roc jostled Simon aside and stepped with sludgy, pond-mucked boots onto the polished green marble foyer of Simon’s town house.

Simon let go of his own boot to keep from falling on his arse and caught his balance on the balustrade of the porch steps. “Roc—”

“Outside, Major Bennett! If you track up this mansion, you will clean it.”

Roc’s shoulders slumped, and his head drooped as he backed out of the foyer. He frowned at Simon, his tawny brows pulled together, looking for all the world like a petulant child.

Simon bit his bottom lip to keep from laughing. At least Dunston was an equal opportunity tyrant. “Dunston, send Henderson out after our boots.”

“Damned butler is worse than an IN drill sergeant,” Roc grumbled as he used his right boot to toe off his left.

“I can hear you from outside, Major,” Dunston said. “Henderson is on his way with some towels, Colonel.”

Roc’s mouth dropped open, and a piece of brown pond scum slipped down the shoulder of his gray morning coat and splatted on the concrete steps.

A chuckle burst from Simon as he returned his attention to his other boot. It came off with a slurping sound, and he held it upside down. A piece of brownish green slime and a couple of tadpoles fell onto the steps. The moldy smell intensified. Ewww.... What was in that lake water? He wiped his dirty hand on his trousers and grinned up at Roc.

“Oh, laugh it up. That’s the last time I let you talk me into playing the hero. Stupid dog was only taking a swim. Don’t know why the silly chit was shrieking like a harpy. She shouldn’t have let go of his leash.”

“You wouldn’t be the least bit out of sorts if it was a pretty little lord.” Simon tugged off one stocking, then the other. Roc was all talk, because he was always up for a good heroic adventure. Roc had been the first one to wade into the Serpentine.

Thunder clapped, startling a hop out of both of them.

Roc frowned up at the sky. “Looks like we’ll be taking a lift to White’s.” He reached for his other boot. “I’m not walking bare arsed into the house, Si.”

“I doubt that will be necessary. And she did thank us.”

“She thanked you.” His Hessian came off, and Roc started on his stockings. Glancing up at Simon, he fluttered his eyelashes. “Oh, thank you, Your Highness,” he mocked in a high voice.

Simon threw his sock and hit Roc in the chest with it.

“That is disgusting.” Dropping his own soaked stocking, Roc peeled Simon’s off himself with his finger and thumb. With a wicked gleam in his eyes, he looked up at Simon.

Oh shit. Simon laughed and hightailed it into the town house. The beeswax-and-lemon scent of furniture polish washed over him before the putrid pond odor overpowered it. He dashed toward the stairs and nearly knocked the towels out of his footman’s arms. “Sorry, Henderson.”

Henderson sputtered, “Colonel,” and then there was a splat and a loud shriek.

Simon turned around, his hand slipping on the polished banister. Thunder cracked outside, echoing in the marble-and-wood foyer.

The stocking Roc had intended to throw at Simon slid down Henderson’s face before falling to the marble foyer with a splatter.

Simon burst into laughter, then quickly covered it by clearing his throat as Roc raced forward and apologized profusely.

Henderson leveled a glacial stare at Roc, but when he glanced up at Simon, his eyes twinkled—there was even a hint of a smile—and Simon nearly gave in to his mirth again. Roc had no idea what he was in for when it came to Henderson’s vengeance.
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As Simon stepped out of the shower, Roc entered the room, brushing a towel over his chestnut hair. He wore black trousers, his shoes, and an unbuttoned white shirt, with a snowy cravat hanging loose around his neck. After tossing his towel at the hamper next to the bathing room door, he picked up one end of his cravat and let it fall. “Can you tie this bloody thing or loan me your valet?”

Simon grabbed his own towel and began drying off. “Dunston, send Adams up.” To Roc he said, “I thought you were wearing your dress blues.”

“I was, but your footman got even for the stocking mishap and brought back evening wear when he went to retrieve them from my apartment. Only he didn’t bring small clothes, so I guess I’m going without.” Roc scoffed. “Who is Adams?”

Chuckling, Simon wrapped his towel around his hips. Henderson was a worthy opponent. “Adams is my new valet.”

Roc’s mouth dropped open. “You’re jesting. What happened to Patterson? Did he quit because Wycliffe clocked him with that water balloon and bag of flour?”

“No, he resigned to take care of his sick mother.” Simon retrieved his comb, nudging Roc out from in front of the mirror. Simon was sad to see Patterson go, and a lot lighter in the pockets because of his departure, but the stodgier servants never lasted long in his household. “The two of you are going to have to stop assaulting my staff.”

“Don’t go putting all the blame on Wycliffe and me. As I remember it, you’re the one who made Tinkerton quit after you dunked him in the pond.” Roc turned and leaned against the bathroom vanity, watching Simon comb his hair.

“Tinkerton didn’t quit; he retired.” The pond incident was ages ago, and he hadn’t meant to dunk the underbutler in the fishpond in back of the town house. It wasn’t like Simon knew Cook had dropped her handkerchief in there on her morning walk, and, really, Simon couldn’t be held accountable for the man looking like Wycliffe from behind. Tinkerton had gotten revenge by hiding all of Simon’s left shoes. Simon grinned at the memory. He really did miss the old chap.

A loud clap of thunder rattled the windows, and immediately after, rain pelted the town house. Roc winced. “Dust, can’t remember the last time we had one like this. Sure hope the leak in my roof was fixed. Damned military housing.”

“Why do you think I bought myself a town house? Marine housing implodes planets, and no way in hell was I staying in the barracks.” Simon tossed his comb onto the counter and went to his dressing room. Uniform or evening dress?

“You really should talk to your father about more funding for military living quarters.” Roc picked up Simon’s discarded comb and followed him into the dressing room.

“Talked to my uncle about it when I moved out of my apartment on base. He was going to draft a bill to present to Parliament.” Simon opened the closet and took out his dress blues. “The problem is, since we share the base with the IN, Parliament wants the IN to help with the costs.” Turning toward Roc, he took his jacket and shirt off the hanger.

Roc dropped the comb on the chaise in front of the closet.

“That doesn’t belong there.” Simon laid his jacket and pants on the back of the chaise and put on his shirt.

Groaning, Roc snagged the comb off the chaise. He took it back to the washroom, then leaned against the doorframe. “Are you going to Gentleman Jackson’s tonight?”

“I hadn’t planned on it.” Simon began buttoning his shirt as he crossed to the dresser to retrieve underclothes. “Was going to work out tomorrow evening. Why?” He tossed his towel aside and pulled on his short drawers. “Don’t tell me you’re ready to step back into the boxing ring.”

Roc snorted, rolled his right shoulder, and clutched it with his left hand. “I should say not. My arm still hurts from pummeling Wycliffe.”

Last time they’d gone to Gentleman Jackson’s, Roc had challenged Wycliffe to a match, and neither had fared well. Or perhaps both had? At any rate, neither was fit for public viewing for several days, and they’d both cried off working out with Simon. Simon retrieved his trousers from the chaise. “If I remember correctly, Wycliffe nailed you in that shoulder.”

“Colonel, there is a lieutenant here to see you. He says he has a report for you,” Dunston said. “Shall I have him shown to your study?”

Simon stepped into his trousers and pulled them up in a hurry, nearly hopping toward the door. “Is he an Englor officer or IN?” It could be either, but he hoped for the former.

“He is in an Englor Marine uniform, Colonel.”

Yes. It was information he’d been waiting on.

Roc raised a brow. “Benson?”

“I hope so.” Simon had sent Benson to Regelence after overhearing his mother arguing with a man in the Earl of Clifton’s garden during a ball the earl and countess were throwing to celebrate their youngest son’s commission into the Marines. The man had demanded that the queen turn over some “schematics” by the time his associate returned from Regelence or there would be dire consequences, and Simon had known he’d better find out what was going on. So he’d sent Benson to determine if Regelence was involved in what sounded to him like espionage, while he investigated the schematics.

Simon tucked in his shirt, then fastened his trousers. “Dunston, please make the lieutenant comfortable in my study. I’ll be right down.” Maybe Benson had found more information. Perhaps even some that would paint his mother in a better light, although he highly doubted it.

“When is the last time you heard from him?”

After grabbing his shoes from the closet, Simon sat on the edge of the chaise to put them and his socks on. “It’s been two months since his last message, but his messages had been very sporadic before then.” And that message had been way too brief, containing only two letters—IN. Which could mean anything or nothing. Their base was both IN and Englor Marine. The message was not the damning evidence Simon needed. He finished tying his shoes and stood. “You coming?”

Roc nodded. “You bet. This concerns me too.”

It did indeed. It concerned all of Englor, if Simon’s suspicions were correct.
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When they entered the study, the gangly blond lieutenant stood and saluted. His hair and uniform were wet from the rain, but Simon recognized him as the officer assigned to check for Benson’s coded messages.

“Colonel Hollister, Major Bennett.” Boyd was fresh out of the IN, starting his first year with the Englor Marines.

“Lieutenant Boyd.” Simon motioned him toward the fireplace to the right of his desk. “Dunston, leave the room please and secure it until I call your name again. Boyd, stand in front of the fire and get warm.”

“Thank you, Colonel.” The study door clicked shut.

Roc took a seat in the chair in front of Simon’s desk, his cravat still untied. “Where is the message, Lieutenant?”

“There has been no recent news. When I realized that once again there were no new messages, I tried contacting him through our prearranged channels twice without success.”

Damn. Something wasn’t right. Benson had been instructed to check in at least every month, whether he had information or not, but given the inconsistent nature of his missives, Simon had decided to give it another month. Simon glanced past the lieutenant at Roc.

Roc met his gaze and frowned, obviously coming to the same conclusion as Simon.

Damn it. What if they’d been found out? This situation was getting more and more complicated. What if Benson were being held captive... or worse? Simon crossed to the bar and poured himself a scotch. First he needed to send someone to locate Lieutenant Benson. “Lieutenant Boyd, how’d you get here?”

“I walked, sir.”

Lightning flashed through the study, followed by a loud echo of thunder. Simon and Boyd both started. Roc mumbled, “Damn,” under his breath and stood. He walked to the window and pulled the curtain aside to peer out. “It’s really storming out there.”

Simon tossed back the rest of his scotch and set the tumbler on the bar. “Dunston?”

“Yes, Colonel?”

“Please have a lift brought around to take Lieutenant Boyd back to the base.”

Boyd rubbed his hands together in front of the fire. “Thank you, sir.”

“Colonel, the lift is on its way,” Dunston announced.

Simon nodded and crossed to his desk. “Take the rest of the evening off, Lieutenant. You’re dismissed.”

Boyd saluted before leaving the room.

“Star dust and imploding planets.” Simon dropped into his chair, leaned back, and put his hands over his face. “Dunston, secure the room again.” Interlacing his fingers, he put his hands behind his head
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