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September 13, 4830: Planet Regelence

Dinmore House, the Marquess of Crestview’s residence in Classige, Pruluce

His younger brother was right. Life was like a book, but instead of the romance novel Tarren professed it to be, it more closely resembled a Greek tragedy.

In all fairness it probably wasn’t as bad as that, but Colton was having a hard time seeing the good at the moment. He glanced out over the busy ballroom and zeroed in on the love of his life waltzing with that... that... light-trousers. What could Wentworth possibly see in Lord Biltmore’s second son? Eugene Collis might be of age, but he was a wanton. A wanton and a buffoon. No one had ever caught Eugene in flagrante delicto, but there were rumors, lots and lots of rumors, even before he’d turned twenty-five. Maybe that was the problem. Wentworth had a reputation for his attraction to easy men, and Colton wasn’t easy.

Colton sighed and absently lifted the crystal cup to his lips. Galaxy, Viscount Wentworth made his heart ache.

Wentworth’s sable hair looked windblown and elegant at the same time. No surprise—his hair always appeared as though he’d just come in from riding. His perfect jaw sported a beard shadow. Anyone else would’ve seemed scandalously unkempt, but not Wentworth. On him it represented an air of mystery and added to his rakish appeal. His breeches should be outlawed, the way they emphasized his muscular arse and thighs. Really only his legs, since his coattails covered his backside, but Colton knew the man had a splendid arse. Sebastian Hastings spent nearly as much time in the saddle as Colton himself. It was one of the many reasons Colton adored him.

“Are you going to actually drink that, or are you pretending?”

Colton lowered his glass and contemplated his brother’s stepson. “What?”

Trouble waved his hand absently and turned to watch the dancers. “You’ve put that cup to your lips at least three times in the last five minutes without taking a drink.”

They both stepped to the left to allow a couple to exit through the open patio doors. Couldn’t people go to one of the other open doors? Everything was getting on his nerves tonight it would seem.

Colton sipped his lemonade, then set it on the small table next to the door. “I don’t particularly like lemonade.”

Trouble chuckled. “It took you that long to decide?” He studied his glass, winced, and downed it in one gulp. “I don’t either, actually, but Hawk took the glass of champagne I filched.” He stepped past Colton, deposited his empty glass on the table, and situated himself back in front of the exit leading to the veranda. “Why are you hiding on the edge of the ballroom? I thought you liked these shindigs.”

Colton shrugged. Trouble wouldn’t understand; he was infatuated with his betrothed. All Trouble had to do was wait, and one day Rexley would be his. Although, why anyone would want Colton’s stuffy oldest brother completely boggled him. “I like them just fine, but I’m tired of dancing.” And tired of being fawned over by everyone but the one man he wanted to dote on him. If only Wentworth would notice him....

“Oh, speaking of dancing....” Trouble pulled his dance card from his waistcoat pocket and began looking around.

What Trouble was searching for, Colton had no clue, so he continued trying to locate Wentworth. Where was he? He’d been here only moments ago. Normally Wentworth stood out in the all-black evening wear he favored.

“You’ve got it bad.” Trouble shook his head and put his back to the ballroom to gaze out the french doors. “Come on, we need to go outside.”

“We can’t go outside. We don’t have a chaperone.”

Trouble growled and huffed out a breath. “Fine.” He cocked his arm and threw his dance card.

“Oh my stars.” Colton turned in time to see the black card sail over the veranda railing, past a strolling couple, and into the fountain.

A chuckle came from their right as Lord Bannon Thompson sidled up next to Trouble. “You definitely win for originality, Winstol.”

“I win first to dispose of that ghastly thing too.” Trouble snatched the dance card from Bannon’s hand and chucked it out the door as well. It too landed in the fountain pool.

Bannon laughed. “Why, thank you.”

“Quite welcome.” Trouble brushed his hands together. “Good riddance. I hate dancing.” He exaggerated a shudder. “Guh, there should be an age limit to the men who can ask you to dance.”

“I concur.” Bannon leaned forward past Trouble, making a hank of auburn hair fall into his eyes. “Colton? Don’t you usually dance?” Scrunching his face and rolling his eyes upward, Bannon blew at the hair.

Colton shrugged. “I don’t feel like it.”

“He’s pining away for Wentworth.” Trouble turned around, facing the dance floor again.

Discreetly, Colton elbowed Trouble in the ribs.

“Oof. Whaaat? I’m just saying....”

“You should join the DCDC,” Bannon said. “It will take your pining to a new level. Maybe it will make Wentworth notice you and do something about it.”

“What is the DCDC?” Colton studied the crowd. Wentworth nearly always came to events late and retired from them early.

“The Dance Card Destruction Crew.” Trouble grinned, showing off the charming dimples in his cheeks. Grins like that made it hard to remember why he was called Trouble.

“We lost Aiden and Payton, but we’re still going strong. Winstol is our newest member,” Bannon explained.

“Who are the other members?” Colton asked. Was that Wentwo—no. Colton’s shoulders slumped. Apparently the viscount had already quit the rout. What time was it? Shouldn’t they all be leaving soon?

“Just me and Winstol.” Bannon shrugged. “Rupert says he can’t flirt as well without dancing, so he still refuses to join.”

Colton chuckled. “Sure. Why not?” He didn’t want to dance with anyone but Wentworth anyway. He pulled his card out of his waistcoat pocket.

Trouble confiscated the card. “Bombs away.” He tossed it out the patio door just as he’d done the other two.

“Uh-oh.” Bannon touched Colton’s shoulder. “Is that the admiral coming this way?”

Colton squinted. It did look a bit like his brother-in-law headed toward them.

“What?” Trouble swiveled so fast he practically jumped around. “Nate will throttle me. He said I had to dance tonight. Let’s go.” He grabbed Colton’s arm and dragged him out the patio doors with Bannon laughing behind them.

“Trouble....” Stumbling down the steps toward the garden, Colton nearly plowed into Lord Girton. “Beg your pardon, Girton.”

“Sorry, Girton,” Bannon yelled and grabbed Colton’s other arm to help usher him away.

Caught as he was between Trouble and Bannon, Colton had no choice but to follow. They dodged around hedges and tall perennials, another fountain, and several benches. The garden was a maze of alcoves, faux Greek ruins, and plants. In the daylight it was probably beautiful, but at night it was a little spooky. Too many spots where people could hide.

They came to an arbor that resembled a cave with the mass of climbing vines and fairy lights strung over it. Trouble and Bannon flopped down on the bench, cackling like a couple of loons.

Trouble tugged at his cravat. “Do you think Hawk saw us?”

“I’m not even sure that was Nate.” Colton smiled and sat between Trouble and Bannon. That was fun. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d done something so carefree. Since Aiden and Trouble had been abducted at the end of last year, he and Tarren had been the very epitome of respectability. They’d been absolute angels. No more sneaking out, no more balancing on the edge of propriety only a hair away from scandal.

Speaking of propriety.... “Cut that out.” Colton knocked Trouble’s hands away from his cravat. The kid always fussed with them, complaining they were choking him.

Trouble growled but let go of his neckcloth. “Idiotic torture device,” he mumbled.

The weather was refreshingly cool with stars twinkling above. Nice for fall. Cool but not freezing. There were no flowers in bloom, but plenty of evergreen plants dotted the landscape. Best of all, no one stared at Colton.

Closing his eyes, Colton slouched back on the bench like Trouble and Bannon. The sway of leaves and the tinkling of water from the fountain made for a lovely lullaby. The tension riding him for the last three hours, since arriving at the ball, seeped out of him. A soft breeze tickled his face.

Bannon groaned.

“What?” Colton frowned.

“What?” Bannon asked.

Colton cracked open one eye. “Why are you groaning?”

“It wasn’t me.”

“Shhh....” Trouble sat up.

Colton and Bannon leaned forward.

Cocking his head, Trouble raised one platinum brow.

The groan, or rather moan, came again.

With eyes wide, Trouble bit his bottom lip and grinned.

Bannon slapped a hand over his mouth and pointed toward their right. The back of a vine-covered arbor, like the one they sat under, lay beyond a large grouping of bushes. The perfect spot for a lovers’ tryst.

Hopping to his feet, Trouble put a finger to his lips.

“Oh no. Get back here,” Colton whispered and made a grab for the scamp, but Trouble evaded him.

Trouble tiptoed, which was ridiculous because he was on grass, toward the moans. He disappeared from sight for all of thirty seconds before he returned with a blank look on his face.

Uh-oh. A lump settled in Colton’s stomach.

“Who was it?” Bannon wanted to know.

Trouble shrugged and sat on the bench. “Just a couple of lords.”

Normally Trouble would be smiling and cracking jokes or encouraging them to go check it out themselves. It must be someone they all knew, participating in a clandestine meeting. Was it one of their friends? Or perhaps family? No, it couldn’t be. Father and Cony were one hundred percent devoted to each other, as were Aiden and Nate. Rexley would never do something so careless. And Tarren—

Colton shot to his feet. Tarren was reckless and a hopeless romantic.

“No!” Bolting from his seat, Trouble shook his head. “It’s nothing. Come on. We should all go back. It’s getting chilly. Aren’t you getting cold?” Taking Colton by the arm, Trouble motioned for Bannon to get up. “I’m cold. Bannon? How about you?”

Colton freed himself and started around the bushes.

Trouble darted in front of Colton, placing a hand in the middle of his chest.

“Jeremy, if it’s Tarren—”

Trouble sighed. “If it were Tarren, I’d have told you. Let’s just go back to the ball. Please?” He gave Colton a weak smile.

Colton should’ve been relieved, but instead his heart raced and the hair on the back of his arms stood on end. He walked around Trouble.

Behind him, Trouble began whispering to Bannon.

Colton crept past tall ornamental grasses and a knot garden. The alcove appeared completely concealed from the back. Surely Trouble had not gone around to the front or parted the vines. He’d have been noticed if he had.

Slurping noises and deeper but quieter moans filtered through the greenery.

There, in the right corner of the mass of foliage, halfway toward the bottom, was a clear space. Colton bent and peered through the hole in the spindly branches and leaves. He wasn’t going to like what he saw. Nervous flutters tickled his insides, but he forced himself to look.

A man reclined on the bench with his head thrown back. The angle concealed his face, and the night hid the color of his clothes, but his hair appeared to be dark. Colton let his gaze drift down the long, toned body. The man’s evening coat was undone and his shirt untucked. Oh. His trousers were open. There was a nest of dark hair and—

Colton gulped. The man’s prick was in the mouth of—

No! It couldn’t be....

Colton’s gaze shot back to the man’s head. Still, he was unable to make out the man’s features, but he didn’t need to. Turning away with his heart in his throat, he took a deep breath and then another. When he brought his hand to his face, it shook, so he lowered it.

Bannon caught his wrist. When had Bannon gotten so close? He pulled Colton away from the arbor and down the aisle.

Trouble kept pace beside them.

Colton couldn’t look at either of them... not yet. He stared at the ground, focusing on putting one foot in front of the other. His composure was fleeting, trying to abandon him altogether. But he wouldn’t let it. He couldn’t.

They walked for several seconds, and Bannon came to a halt. He turned Colton and pushed him down on a bench.

Trouble sat next to him, grabbed his hand, and squeezed. “I tried to keep you from looking.”

“It’s quite all right.” He patted Trouble’s hand and gave him a weak smile. Glancing up at Bannon’s concerned gaze was almost Colton’s undoing. “Seriously, everything is fine.” He’d never get the image of Eugene Collis’s lips stretched around Wentworth’s thick cock out of his head, but he would not break down over it.

Wentworth was nothing to him, not really, and this was probably for the best. It was the eye-opener he needed. All the flirting he’d done over the years had never amounted to anything. Wentworth was not interested in him. Colton had always known it, but he’d hoped one day....

“Why should I care what he does?” Standing, he wiped his sweaty hands on his breeches. “We have to return to the ballroom before anyone notices we’re gone.”

Bannon frowned and cut his attention to Trouble, who returned the gesture.

Colton took both of their arms and led them toward the mansion. If they didn’t believe he was over Wentworth, he couldn’t blame them. He wasn’t so sure he believed it himself, but he was determined for it to be the truth.

––––––––
[image: ]


Alone in his bed, Colton stared up at the sapphire-blue canopy. It fit his mood. Funny how sometimes the blue could seem peaceful and other times it depressed him. No, he wasn’t melancholy. He was disillusioned. He shouldn’t be, because as he’d told Bannon and Trouble, Wentworth was nothing to him.

He’d spent the past few years flirting and doing everything he could, short of declaring his love outright. Wentworth always ignored him. Deep down Colton had known there’d never be anything between them, but the scene in the garden had walloped him upside the head. He’d built so many dreams around Wentworth. Silly, childish dreams. All the while the viscount was out living his life with other lovers. Colton had heard the rumors, but seeing the proof made it real.

He teased Tarren unmercifully about his romance novels, but Colton was every bit as fanciful as his younger brother. Wentworth was not going to come to his senses one day and ride up to steal Colton away in some grand romantic gesture. It was time he faced the truth.

After heaving himself out of bed, Colton went to the window and opened the heavy brocade curtains. He peered past the carriage house, pasture, and the rolling fields. The moon was bright tonight, but he still couldn’t see Wentworth Park from here. Colton rested his forehead on the cool pane. How many times had he stared out this very window trying to catch a glimpse of the viscount riding? Wentworth came to work every day through that field.

Colton sighed. He had to get on with his life. If his future didn’t include Wentworth—and it so obviously didn’t—he needed a plan. He was done pining for a man he’d never have, a man who had no interest in him whatsoever.

Something moved closer to the castle, drawing Colton’s attention.

His new filly, Apollonia, frolicked in the pasture; her mother grazed a good ten feet away. Since it was a mild evening, the horses had been left out. Apollonia was such a pretty thing. He hadn’t meant for her to be conceived and would’ve chosen a different mare as her mother, but he was pleased. She had the sorrel coloring—technically the Jockey Club considered it red chestnut, but he’d always thought it more of a sorrel—and the spirit of Apollo, her father.

With a clump of grass in her mouth, Apollonia tossed her head and strutted around her mother.

Colton chuckled. “What a show-off you are.”

She flung the grass in the air and let it fall before running in a circle and back to her mum. Her antics were not so different from her father’s. She might make a fine racehorse one day. Galaxy knew her father would be. Apollo was fast. And he loved to run.

There was nothing like being on Apollo’s back and feeling the wind whip past while racing through the countryside. The first couple of times had been frightening, but Apollo was so surefooted and graceful it hadn’t taken Colton long to appreciate the experience. Too bad he didn’t have his brother Payton’s small frame. Colton would love to be a jockey, but he was way too big. He took after both his parents, getting Cony’s height and Father’s build. Not a bad combination—he was rather pleased with his looks—but not jockey material.

He wasn’t bad at polo, and he was fairly certain he could become better with practice, but his heart just wasn’t into the game.

Apollonia nipped her mother’s leg and dashed away. Her mum raised her head and nickered, admonishing the filly, but Apollonia pranced in a wide circle.

Colton grinned. My little hoyden. Even though her mother belonged to Rexley, he had not so much as batted an eye when Colton claimed the foal. It had been assumed by everyone she’d be Colton’s. He even helped their head groom, Cecilia Brooks, deliver her. And Colton would train her to a saddle when she was ready. He smiled. The lost feeling he’d carried around since he’d stumbled upon Wentworth and Eugene Collis had vanished. His life was about to take a new direction. It all seemed so clear now. He’d always had an eye for horses. And he was good with them. Breeding racehorses was his calling. It was something he’d love and be smashingly good at.

Giving one last glance in the direction of Wentworth Park, Colton let the curtain fall back in place. “So long, Wentworth.”

He climbed back into bed and closed his eyes. He was going to be okay.
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September 14, 4830: Planet Regelence

Townsend Castle in Classige, Pruluce

“Good morning, milord.”

Sebastian swung his leg over Maximilian and smiled down at the stableboy. “Good morning, Denny. How are you this fine day?” Hopping to the ground, Sebastian handed over the reins.

“I’m good, milord. Cook made cinnamon buns this morning.” Holding the reins in one hand, Denny rubbed Max on the neck with the other.

The big stallion nuzzled his nose into Denny’s side in greeting.

Sebastian had been hesitant to turn such a spirited mount as Max over to the boy when he first started working in the stables, but Denny had quickly proven himself to be capable.

“Did she? Well, then, I think I’m going in through the kitchen today.” Sebastian patted his horse on the shoulder, marveling at how the sunlight made Max’s black coat shine.

Denny chuckled. “Better watch it, milord. Mrs. Studdlefield was in there when I left.”

“Thanks for the tip.” Sebastian tousled the kid’s hair and strode toward the side entrance. With any luck, the housekeeper was long gone from the kitchens and there were still plenty of cinnamon buns.

“My lord, Captain Wentworth!”

With his hand, Sebastian shielded his eyes from the sun.

Miller, one of the uniformed guards, had come around the side of the castle and was heading straight toward him. Sebastian didn’t groan, but it was a close call. Jeffers must’ve alerted the guards to his arrival.

Miller stopped in front of him. “Captain, Johnson and Blake are under the weather, and all the princes have outings planned. We don’t have enough men to cover duties. Hendricks accompanied Prince Rexley, Lady Muffin, and her nurse to the modiste early this morning. His Majesty King-Consort Raleigh has an appointment with the haberdasher later this morning, and Prince Aiden is leaving at thirteen hundred hours to have lunch downtown with the admiral, and—”

Cutting the man off with a raised hand, Sebastian changed direction toward the front entrance. So much for cinnamon buns for breakfast. “I’ll figure it all out when I get to my office. No one leaves until I get back to you.” He supposed he should at least be glad the princes were relating their schedules to the guards now. That had taken Sebastian months to accomplish.

“You want me to stop the royal family?” Miller sounded outraged.

With all the things that had happened lately, Sebastian didn’t trust just any guard with the security detail. “Yes, Miller. Is that clear?”

They stopped, and Miller resumed his post. “Yes, sir.”

Sebastian opened the door. “Did Admiral Hawkins by any chance take an escort with him when he left for the base this morning?”

“I don’t believe so.”

Bloody hell. Sebastian nodded, stepped into the foyer, and closed the door behind him. What was he going to have to do to get Nate to take a guard with him? It was an ongoing argument. “Jeffers, is the king available?”

“Yes, my lord. He’s awaiting you in his study,” the castle butler answered.

“Inform him I’ll be there directly.” Sebastian headed to the breakfast room. He needed a cup of tea in the worst way. He’d been expecting this problem. So far, with the newly increased security, they’d managed to have enough staff to cover outings, but today their luck had run out. He was already looking into hiring more Royal Guards, but he wanted to speed up the process. “Jeffers, ask His Majesty if he’d like a cup of tea.”

Sebastian turned the corner and caught a glimpse of black hair as he collided with a brick wall. “Oof.”

There was a grunt and the sound of crumpling paper.

Tears sprang to Sebastian’s eyes as his face smashed against a hard skull. Stumbling backward, he grabbed his nose.

“Begging your pardon, my lord.” Stepping back, Colton rubbed his forehead. In his hand, he held a bookreader and daily newspaper. He shook out his wrinkled paper and began reading it again.

Sebastian pulled his hand away from his nose. No blood. “Quite all ri—”

Without making eye contact, Colton stepped past Sebastian and continued down the hall.

What in the—

Frowning, Sebastian continued to the breakfast room, then turned to watch Colton leave. Colton never looked back. Why didn’t he say good morning and ask how Sebastian was doing? Dust, he hadn’t even let Sebastian apologize. What was with the bookreader and newspaper? Colton did not read. Unlike his brothers, he seemed to have a real aversion to it. He’s up to something. Thank galaxy he was Steven and Raleigh’s problem.

Sebastian had enough headaches of his own.

He went to the sideboard and poured himself a cup of tea, then added a dash of milk and six cubes of sugar. If he accompanied Aiden downtown, that would leave them only one guard short. Now, who could he call in on their day off?

“Lord Wentworth, His Majesty would love a spot of tea,” Jeffers announced.

Taking another cup, Sebastian poured some more. Wait a minute. He set the teapot down. What was with Colton calling him “my lord”? Colton always called him Wentworth. Sebastian shook his head, plopped two cubes of sugar into the king’s cup, and grabbed two spoons.

When he reached the study, Steven was sitting behind the desk, looking over something on the computer. “I brought you tea, Your Majesty.”

The king lifted his head and smiled. “Ah, Wentworth. Thank you.”

Sebastian set the cup, saucer, and spoon in front of Steven. He took a seat in one of the two chairs. “You’re welcome. I wanted to talk to you about some things, and Jeffers said you were waiting for me.”

With pursed lips, Steven stirred his tea. “Yes.”

Sebastian sipped from his cup and studied his king. He’d known the man long enough to tell when Steven was hedging.

“You go first.”

Sebastian chuckled. “Need more time to plot?”

Blinking up at him, Steven smiled. “Not at all.”

Sebastian arched a brow, not sure he believed the professed innocence. “Okay, in that case, we’ve got to hire more guards. I don’t have enough men to cover the family on their daily jaunts without compromising castle security. And speaking of security detail... once again Nate left without an escort.”

Steven sighed. “Yes, I know. Nate thinks it will look suspicious if he has a Royal Guard escorting him to the base, but I worry about him. Do you know any IN soldiers stationed here in Classige whom you trust?”

Did he? Sebastian took a drink. He kept in touch with the men who had served under him. Unfortunately they were Regelence Special Regiment, not IN. However, both his two-year term in the IN and his four-year term in the Regelence Navy as RSR—Regelence Navy’s special forces—he’d been stationed here in Classige, so he might still know some IN soldiers who were native-born Regelens. “Let me ask around.”

Steven nodded. “Good. Perhaps if I can get Nate some names of trustworthy men who are loyal to Regelence, he’ll use them. He inherited Admiral Jenkins’s aides. I trust Admiral Jenkins’s judgment normally, but with our recent... shall we say, questions about the IN’s loyalty, I’d much prefer Nate had his own men. He says all the soldiers he trusts are on the Lady Anna, and he wouldn’t dream of asking them to landlock themselves.”

Admiral Jenkins was one of the most exceptional men Sebastian had ever known. If it weren’t for him, Sebastian wouldn’t be here now, but he wouldn’t vouch for the man’s old aides, only the man himself. “You know that is a good idea. I need more guards, better guards, with all the stuff that has happened. And while I don’t know many IN soldiers, I do know several retired Regelence Navy men. I’m going to call some of my old regiment who are retired and see if they would be interested in working for me again.”

Steven’s eyebrows rose. “Does this mean you’re going to hire hunky ex-RSR men for bodyguard duty?”

Sputtering, Sebastian nearly choked on his tea. He set his cup and saucer on the table beside him and gave Steven a mock glare. “Not if you let Raleigh hear you call them hunky. He’ll throttle me. I’ll find you the oldest and fattest one I can, who is still capable.”

Steven stuck his tongue out in a very unkingly gesture. “I wasn’t actually talking about for me. Although a comely escort would be appreciated. I was thinking about the boys. And if I get an old fat one, so does Raleigh. It’s only fair.”

Sebastian laughed. “Galaxy help me.” What kind of bumblebroth had he gotten himself into? He could see it now. Raleigh and Steven were going to drive him insane trying to get the most out-of-shape bodyguard assigned to each other. It was baffling what the two of them could make into a game. As for the boys.... “Why does it matter what they look like? Are you matchmaking?”

“Would I do that?” When Sebastian just stared, Steven continued, “I was actually wondering if it was a good idea. You of all people know what it’s like to be the object of my boys’ attention. I don’t want them getting in the way of the men trying to protect them.”

“A very good point. I shall find unsuitable men. Perhaps heterosexual or—”

“Portly ones?”

They both laughed.

“I will try. And if I fail, I’ll enlist Cook’s services to help round them out.”

“Except for the one you assign me, of course.” Steven smirked. “Offer them triple what they made in the RSR.”

“Capital.” Sebastian stood and reached for his cup.

“Not so fast. I’ve a favor to ask of you.”

“I knew you were plotting.” Returning to his chair, Sebastian kept his cup in hand.

Steven grinned and sipped his tea. “I’m not scheming. I just have an assignment for you.”

“Oh?” Sebastian would do anything for his king, and his king knew it, so why the hesitation? It must be something Sebastian wasn’t going to like.

“Have you seen Colton this morning?”

“Yes.” Sebastian frowned. His nose still hurt from the impact of Colton’s hard head. “He was acting peculiar.”

Steven’s brows pulled together. “How so?”

“He ignored me.”

Steven surged forward in his seat, his eyes wide and a smirk on his face. “Upset you, did it?”

“What? No.” Sebastian winced. He’d spoken a little too clipped and a bit too fast. “I’m not complaining. Just stating it was unusual.”

“Yes, it is. Which means it’s worse than I thought. He’s determined to do this.”

“Do what?”

“He cornered Raleigh and me while we were still abed this morning with plans for a new stable. He’s decided to breed racehorses. And given that he’s not plaguing you with attention, it means he’s thrown himself into this.”

That explained Colton’s preoccupation this morning. One thing Sebastian had learned over the years was whatever Colton did, he did wholeheartedly. “Steven, one can’t just up and decide to start a stud. There is a matter of licensing and regulations. The Jockey Club has to approve the stables. Racehorses have to be licensed and added to the breeding register. A respectable lineage is a must. Any ole horse will not do. Not only will the Jockey Club not license it, but who’s going to purchase the offspring of a horse without a pedigree?”

Steven was already nodding and waving his hand dismissively. “I know, I know. And so does Colton. He’s going to set up the stables first, then petition for approval.”

“It’s not at all proper for him to be involved in breeding horses.” Young lords did not involve themselves in something so vulgar. They were supposed to pretend they had no knowledge of where foals, or babies for that matter, came from. Even if the foal or baby in question was artificially procreated.

“Brooks will help manage the stables. She’s already agreed. Colton will have to work behind the scenes until he’s of age or married.”

Apparently, Colton had thought of that argument when presenting the scheme to his parents. “Yes, but what about horses? He’ll have to purchase some good racing stock.”

“He will, but for now he has Apollo. And he’s planning on having his new filly trained.”

Ah yes, Apollo. He was beautiful and very fast, but—“Apollo is not a racehorse.”

“He’s the progeny of Beaumont’s Beauty. He was listed in the breeding register at birth.”

Sebastian blinked. Had he heard correctly? He wasn’t a part of the racing set, but he knew enough about racing to recognize the name. “Beaumont’s Beauty? The horse that won the Roseglen Stakes four years in a row? That Beaumont’s Beauty?” No other horse had won that particular race more than twice except the Earl of Beaumont’s horse. Though dead now, the horse was a legend.

Steven dipped his head. “That’s the one.”

“Bloody hell. Why have you never raced him?”

Shrugging, Steven said, “He’s Colton’s,” as if it explained everything.

“You bought the offspring of Beaumont’s Beauty to be ridden about town as an everyday mount?”

“Colton wanted him. You shouldn’t be surprised. The boy was riding before he could walk and has always had an exceptional eye for horseflesh.”

“Regardless of Apollo’s parentage, everyone is going to want to see him race.”

“That shouldn’t be a problem. However, what I need your help with is Colton. He’s determined to find a location on Townsend property today for his stables. You’re fairly knowledgeable about horses, and you’ll know the best places from a security standpoint. I’d like you to help him.”

Sebastian groaned. “I’m already short guards today. Can this not wait until tomorrow?”

“Fine with me.” Folding his hands over his stomach, Steven smiled. The smile was downright evil. “But one of us needs to tell him. And by one of us... I mean you.”

“Why me?”

“Because he likes you.”

––––––––
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Sebastian stepped out of the study into the hustle and bustle of the central hallway. Why couldn’t Steven just tell the boy no? Sebastian didn’t have the time or patience to coddle Colton today. All of the princes were impossible to discourage once they set their minds to something.

Heading toward his office in the basement, Sebastian sighed. He needed his earpiece to connect him privately with Jeffers. Then he’d look into calling some of the off-duty guards. Colton and his pet project were going to have to wait until after castle business was taken care of, or longer if Sebastian could possibly manage it. Spending time with Colton, even to pick a good spot for his business, would likely encourage him to increase his flirtation toward Sebastian. And that was the last thing Sebastian needed. He had enough problems with Eugene.

Sebastian groaned. Eugene’s temper tantrum when Sebastian got ready to leave last night was an unmitigated mess. Simply put, Eugene had become too clingy, and Sebastian did not do commitment. Once had been enough for him.

He shook his head. What a day. It had only just started, and he was already melancholy.

A footman raced by with a table, followed by another footman carrying a green tablecloth. They set up a table for baked gifts in the foyer, pushing it neatly against the wall and out of the way.

Damn, Sebastian had forgotten about the increase in visitors. The princes always had tons of callers after a ball, which required more security. He was going to need at least four men to come in and cover the two out sick.

Continuing toward the servants’ stairwell, the only access to the basement, he contemplated a parting gift for Eugene. Perhaps a gold watch fob or—

“Milord?”

Oh, please don’t let that milord be for me. Sebastian kept walking.

“Captain Wentworth. A word, please.”

Blast. Stopping only a foot away from freedom, Sebastian gave the stairwell door a frown for good measure and turned. “Yes?”

Miller, the front entrance guard, stood wringing his hands. “There’s a problem.” He bit his bottom lip and darted a glance around the hallway.

Good galaxy. One would think Sebastian beat his guards, the way the man was acting. Sebastian prayed for patience. “Get on with it, Miller. What’s the problem?”

“It’s Prince Colton.”

“What about him?” A lump formed in Sebastian’s throat, and his stomach tied in knots. If anything happened to Colton—

“He’s, er.... That is to say—I told him you said no one was allowed out without an escort.” The guard swallowed hard.

“And?” Irritation replaced fear. Sebastian’s head began to throb. He did not have time for any Townsend offspring theatrics. Especially Colton’s.

“He said he didn’t need an escort to ride on Townsend property and left.”

“Bugger!” Sebastian clenched his teeth until his jaw ached. Colton thought he was above the rules, did he?

Miller’s eyes widened, and a blush stained his cheeks.

Oops. He’d shouted the obscenity rather than thinking it. “Begging your pardon, Miller. Please carry on. I will locate Prince Colton.” And throttle him. Sebastian changed directions. “Jeffers, have my horse saddled and brought around.”

“Right away, Lord Wentworth,” Jeffers answered promptly. “Is there anything else?”

“Yes. Are Hingham and Alcock on duty today?”

“No, my lord, they are not.”

“Call them in. What other guards are off today?”

“Loring, Delafield, Clarke, and McGregor.”

“Call in Loring and Clarke as well. Offer all four of the men double their hourly wages for today.”

“Very well, my lord.”

“One more thing, Jeffers. In what direction has Prince Colton ridden off in?” The front door opened as Sebastian reached it.

“To the north.”

He never even broke stride as he cleared the threshold and made his way toward the stables.

Denny was just bringing Max around when Sebastian reached them.

Swinging up into the saddle, he mumbled a thank-you, then turned Max toward Wentworth Park. His earpiece would come in handy, but he wasn’t going to risk Colton’s safety to take time and go back for it.

Nearly ten minutes later, Sebastian topped the biggest hill—a mile and a half behind the castle—and found the disobedient brat. “Bloody hell.” Sebastian closed his eyes for a second and tried to calm his racing heart. Colton was almost at Wentworth Park. Anything could’ve happened to him this far out.

Standing on the flat section of land that bordered the wood on the left, Colton hammered a stake into the ground and tied a white piece of cloth around it. He glanced up, spotting Sebastian. Completely ignoring him and without even a flicker of hesitation, Colton mounted Apollo, who had been grazing nearby.

This was the second time within the hour Colton had dismissed him, and Sebastian was beginning to think the incident outside the breakfast room wasn’t a fluke. “Your Highness!”

As Sebastian drew to a halt, Colton turned toward him with a look of annoyance on his handsome face.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Sebastian demanded.

“It’s nothing for you to be concerned about. I’m not leaving the grounds.” Colton heeled Apollo and began walking away. Something above his ear sparkled in the sunlight.

“Your safety is my—” Sebastian frowned. What was...? “Is that my earpiece?” He urged Max into stride next to Colton.

One of Colton’s ebony brows rose in a perfect imitation of his sire. “You don’t have to shout. I’m right beside you.”

The superior expression irked Sebastian even further. Not only was Colton planning high-risk ventures and disobeying direct orders when it came to his safety, but now he was stealing? Who the hell was this nearly hostile man, and what had he done with the charming, smiling kid who hung on Sebastian’s every word?

Taking a deep breath, Sebastian lowered his voice. “Answer my question.”

“I need it to speak with Jeffers. We’re taking measurements. Now what do you want, my lord?”

Sebastian gritted his teeth, leaned over in the saddle, and grabbed Apollo’s bridle, making Colton pull back on the reins. “I’m out here because you disobeyed me.” Once Apollo halted, Sebastian stopped Max. “Did the front door guard or did he not tell you I said no one was allowed out without an escort? And why did you think it was acceptable to filch my earpiece from my office?”

Colton sighed and rolled his eyes upward. “He did, but since Jeffers can see me—” He pointed to the com-con. “—and hear me, it doesn’t signify. And I didn’t steal your earpiece. I couldn’t find my father’s or Cony’s, and I didn’t think you were going to use yours today because you’ve been at the castle for over an hour now without retrieving it.” Colton swatted at Sebastian’s hand, making him release the bridle. “Now if you’re finished—”

“I am not finished. Do you have any idea how dangerous it is for you to be out here by yourself?”

Colton opened his mouth to speak, but Sebastian cut him off.

“Do not give me that nonsense about Jeffers knowing where you are. No one could get to you in time to help you if you were in danger. You’ll turn that horse around right now and head back to the castle.”

“I’m not a child, and I don’t need—”

“Now!” Sebastian’s stomach rolled, and his ears rang. He hadn’t felt this way since Aiden had been kidnapped last year. If the feeling was more intense this time, it could only be because he was now aware of their enemies.

Colton gaped at him for about two seconds before glaring. “Who do you think you’re talking to?”

“Don’t mess with me. I’m in charge of your safety, and your parents will stand behind me on this. Get your ars—self back to the castle immediately.”

Screwing his face up in anger, Colton turned Apollo, clucked his tongue, and leaned over the horse’s neck.

The stallion took off in a canter toward the castle stables.

Sebastian followed at a gallop until he caught up to Colton. He could be angry all he wanted as long as he listened.

When the horses were neck and neck, Sebastian slowed Max to match Apollo’s gait. The wind whipped through his hair and over his face. Despite his mood, it actually felt great. The weather was beautiful for riding, and if he didn’t have things to do, he’d love to stay out here all day.

Instead of detouring to the gate, Colton urged Apollo faster toward the fence. The way his trousers pulled tight over his arse as he rose in his stirrups to take the jump was quite fetching. As one, horse and rider cleared the obstacle with such grace it made the feat look effortless.

Pulling himself out of his musing, Sebastian put his heels to Max and sailed over a few seconds after Colton.

Colton could lose him if he wanted—Sebastian didn’t delude himself about which of them was the better rider—but Colton kept pace with him. It was a pleasure to watch Colton ride. He had a magnificent seat and would’ve made a hell of a jockey if he wasn’t so bloody big. Then again, his wide shoulders and lean hips were quite lovely. Much nicer to look at than a jockey’s slender physique.

That definitely wasn’t the form of a child. And the way he controlled his mount with such confidence.... Sebastian wanted to groan. This attraction he’d been fighting since Colton turned sixteen could amount to nothing. It was clearly time to find a new paramour. And that man could not be Colton Townsend.

As they slowed to a walk, Sebastian got his libido under control. He still needed to talk to Colton about locating a place for his stables, but Sebastian would find some time tomorrow to fit it in.

Denny jogged out of the stables.

Colton swung his leg over and dropped to the ground, handing the boy his reins. “Thank you, Denny.”

“My pleasure, Your Highness.”

Dismounting, Sebastian gave Denny his reins. “Thank you, Denny.” Without waiting for a response, he followed. “Colton.”

Colton stopped but did not turn.

“I want your word you will not go riding again without a guard.”

With a dip of his head, Colton continued toward the castle.

A twitch started at the corner of Sebastian’s right eye. “Turn around,” he gritted out between clenched teeth. He was damned sick of this easy dismissal and near hostility.

With his hands balled into fists by his side, Colton swung to face him. Red tinged his cheeks. He stepped right up to Sebastian and stopped less than a foot away so they were eye to eye. When had he gotten so tall?

“What?” Colton demanded.

No one had challenged Sebastian in a long, long time. The action should inspire disdain, but it didn’t. Before he’d given it thought, he had Colton by the face.

Prince Pain-in-the-Arse flinched but didn’t back down. His sherry eyes blazed as his hands came up between them, seizing Sebastian’s lapels.

Galaxy help me. Slamming his mouth down across Colton’s pinched lips, Sebastian swept inside with his tongue.

The sweet taste of cinnamon buns and tea competed with a taste uniquely Colton. Mmm.... Colton was so—not responding. It shouted inexperience and brought Sebastian to his senses, making him realize who he was mauling. He removed his hands from each side of Colton’s face and began to step away.

Gripping his morning coat tighter, Colton jerked Sebastian forward and mashed their lips back together.

Sebastian froze.

Colton tentatively touched the tip of his tongue to Sebastian’s lips. His hands unwound from the fabric and slid over Sebastian’s shoulders, then back to Sebastian’s chest.

The uncertainty made Sebastian smile. He opened his mouth and kissed back, letting his tongue tangle with Colton’s. Sebastian’s pulse pounded in his ears, drowning out everything but the sensual man in his arms. Taking Colton’s hands, he placed them around his neck. He slid his arms around the slim waist, pulling them closer together until a nice, thick, hard cock pressed into his hip.

Shoving him, Colton stepped back so quickly he stumbled and nearly landed on his arse.

Bugger. Sebastian dropped his head into his hand, trying to get a grip on himself. He’d lost his bloody mind.

“Here.” Colton jerked the earpiece out of his ear, flung it at Sebastian, and took off in a dead run toward the front of the castle.

Sebastian juggled the earpiece for several seconds before he caught it. “Colton, wait.”

Colton disappeared around the corner of the gothic mansion.

Bloody hell and imploding planets. What have I done? Glancing back to make certain no one had seen the embrace, Sebastian put the communication device in his ear. Thankfully, Jeffers was silent. Had he not seen the kiss? Not likely, but Sebastian could hope.

He’d really messed up. Galaxy, his stomach hurt. Shame swamped him. One thing was for certain; he was going to have to assign someone else to guard Colton. Colton and his new guard could find several locations for Colton’s stables, and Sebastian would ride out on his own and approve them. Yes, that would work.
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Chapter Three
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“Your Majesty, Lord Wentworth is—”

“I see, Jeffers. Isn’t it wonderful?” Steven beamed at the monitor displaying the front of the castle. Wentworth was kissing Colton. They were perfect for each other, but Steven had never dreamed Sebastian returned Colton’s feelings until today. Steven doubted Sebastian even realized what he felt yet, but when Sebastian had complained about Colton ignoring him, Steven had known. It was going to be up to him to push them together and make Sebastian open his eyes. Kissing was a great start. Just look how tenderly Sebastian held Colton’s face now. Resting his chin on his hand, Steven sighed.

“I beg your pardon, Your Majesty. Are you saying you do not want anyone to stop them?”

“I do not. From now on let them be. Treat them as you would Aiden and Nate or Raleigh and me. Oh, and this must stay our secret. Where’s Raleigh?”

“Still in his meeting, Your Majesty.”

“Good, good. Leave him be, Jeffers. That will be all.”

Oh no, Wentworth broke the kiss before it really got started. Steven slumped back in his desk chair.

Colton grabbed Sebastian by the lapels and dragged him forward, planting a kiss right on his lips.

Yes! Steven shot forward again.

All Colton’s longing came out in the embrace. It was wild and passionate. Wentworth wrapped his arms around Colton’s waist.

Steven smiled so big his cheeks hurt, and he pumped his fist in the air. He couldn’t have planned this better. Sebastian would take care of Colton and cherish him. He’d handle Colton’s stubbornness without breaking his spirit. And Colton had been in love with Sebastian since the day Sebastian started working as head of security. It was quite unheard of for a titled gentleman to work, but with Wentworth’s military record and a sterling recommendation from Admiral Jenkins, Steven had hired him. He’d never regretted the decision. The young man had needed something to do after the death of his husband. Over the years, it had become apparent the marriage had not been a happy one. And Wentworth deserved to be happy. Steven had no doubts whatsoever that his son would bring joy into the viscount’s life.

Colton shoved Sebastian away and jogged toward the castle. The boy’s impetuousness seemed to have diminished in recent years. He was much more responsible. Blast it all.

“Never fear, son. I’m going to help you.” If anyone understood Colton’s infatuation, it was Steven. He’d been the same way when he’d noticed Raleigh for the first time and had stopped at nothing until Raleigh was his. The infatuation hadn’t let up yet. Raleigh was even more appealing with age and familiarity.

Humming, Steven pulled up the camera in Wentworth’s office. Sebastian wasn’t there yet, but Steven could judge Wentworth’s response to that kiss better when he appeared.

Someone cleared their throat, jerking Steven out of his thoughts and making his heart stutter.

Raleigh’s voice preceded him into the study. “Disregard, Jeffers. I’ve found him.”

Steven tried to glare but doubted he was successful. There was no one he wanted to see more at the moment. “Don’t sneak up on me, Raleigh. What’re you doing lurking around corners?”

Cocking his head to the side, Raleigh squinted and pulled the door closed behind him. “Trying to figure out what you’re up to.” Arching a brow, he started around the desk.

Steven leaned back in his chair and crossed his hands over his stomach. Sometimes it was like Raleigh could read his mind. Steven smiled at his consort. “I was just thinking about you, actually.”

“I’m not buying it. You were humming. You only hum when you’re excelling at something or when you’re pleased with yourself. Since I don’t recall anything going on in the House of Lords, it must be something personal.”

“It was. I told you I was thinking about you and the night we met. Other than that, I was merely looking over my correspondence.” He glanced back at the monitor for a split second and nearly flinched. He was about to get caught spying on the soon-to-be couple. “Close the screen, Jeffers, and put the keyboard away.”

“Ah-ha.” Raleigh hurried around the desk. Bloody hell. “You can never keep eye contact when you lie.”

He still couldn’t? Steven frowned. He was going to have to work harder on that, then. He glanced at the screen again. On the camera, Sebastian had just sat in his desk chair. Hurry, Jeffers.

By the time, Raleigh made it to the other side, there was nothing on the screen. It folded into the desk, and the holo keyboard vanished. “Steven....”

Steven grinned up at him. “Yes, dearest?”

“What have you done?”

“I told you, I haven’t done anything.”

“Jeffers, bring the screen back up immediately.”

“Raleigh, you’re paranoid.” Steven scooted back and pulled Raleigh into his lap. Raleigh’s round behind nestled perfectly against Steven’s groin. It was enough to bring the memory of this morning back to him. His and Raleigh’s encounter had been nice before Colton had barged in with his plans for a racing stud. Sometimes having children was a nuisance. Even more of a reason to see them all happily settled.

The screen came back out of the desk as Steven wrapped his arms around Raleigh’s waist. The smell of chocolate and mint flooded Steven’s senses. Raleigh’s skin appeared so smooth and biteable beneath his ear. Steven traced his tongue up the side of Raleigh’s neck and found Raleigh’s earlobe with his lips.

Raleigh shivered but wasn’t deterred from his study of the screen. The man was like a dog with a bone when he’d made up his mind. He was right in this instance. Steven was matchmaking, but still the legendary persistence was annoying. Actually, Raleigh’s penchant for always being right was just as vexing. Not that he wanted Raleigh to be anywhere else, but Steven couldn’t get away with anything when he was around.

The monitor showed Sebastian leaning back in his chair with his hands over his face. The view changed abruptly to the boys’ corridor. Trouble and Tarren were racing down the hall. What were they doing? They skidded to a halt beside Colton’s door. The next camera shot showed Colton walking up the stairs toward the hall that Trouble and Tarren had just sped down.

Raleigh pointed at the screen. “What is this? It’s not correspondence.”

“I was corresponding with Jeffers about camera angles.”

Turning his head, Raleigh narrowed his eyes at Steven.

“What?”

“You’re trying to tell me you were writing letters to Jeffers?”

If he told Raleigh what he was up to, Raleigh would object and then forbid him to continue. “I meant I was conversing with him.”

Raleigh rolled his eyes upward. “If there was any justice in the world, you’d look like a mad scientist rather than a fallen angel.”

Raleigh thought he looked like an angel? “I’m not doing anything. I was making certain the security system is running smoothly.”

“One does not refer to that as correspondence.” Raleigh’s blasted brow arched.

Good galaxy, Steven’s skin prickled under the scrutiny. “One does when one—”

Raleigh’s other brow joined the first one.

“Stop it. I’m innocent, I tell you. I was in here daydreaming about you.” Steven pulled him close until Raleigh’s back rested against his chest. Breathing softly in Raleigh’s ear, Steven whispered, “Be nice to me, Cony.”

Raleigh sagged into his embrace, and his weight pressed against Steven’s cock.

Gads, that felt nice. A tingle raced through Steven, traveling from his neck down to his toes. “How’d your meeting go?”

“It ran over.”

“So I see. What do you have planned now? You don’t have enough time to make it to your appointment at the haberdashers.” He kissed Raleigh’s neck.

“I love that you keep track of my appointments as well as your own.” Raleigh dropped his head onto Steven’s shoulder.

A chuckle escaped Steven. He’d learned a long time ago that Raleigh was a romantic whether he wanted to believe it or not. He kissed Raleigh’s cheek. “Don’t you always know where I am?”

“Yes. Or at least where you should be and what you should be doing.”

Steven rolled his eyes, thankful his consort couldn’t see it. That was not a line of thinking he wanted Raleigh following. It would lead right back to why he was watching Colton and Sebastian. “Since you know where I am, and I know where you are, what do you have planned now?”

“I don’t have anything until Jeremy’s fencing lesson this afternoon.”

“I wonder what Trouble’s argument to get out of the lesson will be this time.”

“Mmmm....” Raleigh grinned and tilted his head, giving his husband better access. “I don’t know. Last time he told me he preferred a knife to a sword, and it was much better because no one expected it.”

The scamp had also snuck up on Raleigh and put a blade to his throat to prove his point. Raleigh had planted Jeremy on his arse and slapped him across the cheek with the flat side of his sword before Steven could yell at the boy. Jeremy definitely had Marcus’s—his biological father’s—ruthlessness.

“I’m betting on a fragger today. Let’s hope he doesn’t shoot me.” Raleigh ran his palms over Steven’s thighs.

His leg muscles jumped, and an appreciative sound rumbled out. “He’d better not.” Sliding his hand down Raleigh’s chest, Steven caressed his stomach for a few moments before drifting lower. “Get Rexley to take over for you today. Trouble wouldn’t dare shoot Rexley. Then you can spend the rest of the day with me. We can finish what Colton interrupted this morning.”

“What were you really doing when I came in?” Raleigh tried to sit up, but Steven caught him.

Groaning, Steven left one arm around Raleigh’s chest and trailed the other back down. He fumbled with Raleigh’s buttons as he kissed and nuzzled his way under Raleigh’s cravat. “Are we back to that?”

“Yes.”

Steven ceased working
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