
Diplomatic Relations

J.L. Langley

Copyright

This book is a work of fiction. While reference might be made to actual historical events or existing locations, the names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Diplomatic Relations

by J.L. Langley

Second Edition, July 2020

Copyright © JUNE 2020 by J.L. Langley

All rights reserved. This copy is intended for the purchaser of this book only. No part of this book may be reproduced or shared in any form, including, but not limited to printing, photocopying, faxing, or emailing, without prior written permission from J.L. Langley.

Printed in the United States of America




Editing by Desi Chapman, Blue Ink Editing, LLC
Cover Art by Tiferet Design





Excerpt from My Highland Laird copyright © July 2020 by J.L. Langley


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Prologue

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Epilogue

About the Author

Books by J.L. Langley

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue



[image: ]


March 4, 4829: Planet Regelence

Pruluce Prison, in Downtown Classige, Pruluce

He did not want to die, but alas it might be too late for such thoughts. Dalton sat up on the cold stone bench that doubled as a cot, and stared through the menacing black bars of his jail cell. Someone was coming. He hadn’t mistaken the sound of the steel-barred door leading into the cellblock. The metal clang was like nothing he’d ever heard before. He’d only been here for a few hours at the most, but already he was certain he’d hear that sound in his nightmares for as long as he lived. Which might not be long. He might hang. Did they still hang people for murder?

The sharp clap of footsteps echoed off the rock walls and came closer. In the next cell, someone’s stomach rumbled, farther down a prisoner sneezed, and the inmate near the end of the row had a flatulence problem.

A shiver of revulsion snaked up Dalton’s back, and he wanted to cover his ears. He’d never thought himself spoiled, but galaxy, he needed out of here.

The footsteps were right on top of him now, followed by a jangle of keys.

He’d gotten himself into this situation, and he had no choice but to own up to it and face the consequences. Forcing himself to unwind his arms from around his legs, he dropped his bare feet onto the cold floor and stood.

The guard stopped at his cell and another man drew up behind him.

Dalton gulped so hard it felt like glass going down his throat.

The dim lighting in the corridor cast the other man’s face in shadow, but there was no mistaking that tall athletic form. Uncle Raleigh’s poise spoke of discipline and grace all at once. Uncle always seemed ready for anything; he had a coiled energy even at rest. Right now, those shoulders were squared and a little rigid, like salvation and annihilation all wrapped into one.

Dalton took a deep breath and made himself hold his ground even though he wanted to crawl beneath the bench and hide.

He’d known his uncle would come. There had been no contest as to who he’d wanted the authorities to contact when they’d asked before stripping him of his cravat, stockings, and shoes. But now that his uncle was here, Dalton wished he wasn’t. The very idea of telling Raleigh what happened made his stomach cramp and his tongue feel as though it were three sizes too big for his mouth. Perhaps it would have been better to ask for his father? He didn’t care what his father thought of him or his actions, but Ravensburg probably would’ve ignored his call.

The guard opened the gate and stepped aside.

Raleigh walked into the light. His gaze swept over Dalton in one cursory glance, and a muscle in his jaw twitched. “Leave us.”

The guard bowed even though Raleigh’s back was to him. “Yes, Your Majesty.” With keys clinking, he turned and retreated, leaving the metal bars wide-open and Dalton to face his judgment.

Dalton eyed the open door. Perhaps he could disappear? Catch a ship off Regelence and—

“You’ll never make it.”

Dust! He raised his head, afraid of what he’d find.

No expression at all graced Raleigh’s gray eyes, and that somehow seemed worse.

The door at the end of the hall slammed shut as the guard exited the corridor, and Dalton jumped.

Raleigh didn’t even blink. He stood there, staring at Dalton with his face as impassive as ever. Was he mad? Ashamed? Disappointed?

After a few moments, Raleigh took a breath and his whole body seemed to relax. He reached out a hand toward Dalton, then the other, leaving his arms open.

All the bravado Dalton had held on to for the last hour left him in a gasp of air. He wasn’t even sure how he ended up in his uncle’s arms—whether he moved or Raleigh had—but a sob exploded from him as Raleigh pulled him close, engulfing him in heat and comfort.

Those arms tightened like a band, and Dalton’s tears would not be stymied. He rested his head on his uncle’s shoulder and held on. “I’m sorry, Uncle. I didn’t mean for it to happen.”

“I know, but you have got to stop with this self-destructive behavior.” Raleigh pulled back, holding him at arm’s length. “You could’ve been killed, Dalton.” The tight lines of his forehead emphasized more than his words how much the thought worried him.

“I never meant for things to get so out of hand.”

“I know.” After touching his cheek, Raleigh walked farther into the cell and took a seat on the bench. “But it’s got to stop. In the last month, you’ve fought a duel over a married man, rode a horse naked around the Fallen Warriors Monument in Primrose Square, been seen coming out of Madam Roux’s, and now you’ve wrecked a curricle. One that didn’t belong to you, I might add.”

Put like that, it sounded bad. Dalton supposed he’d deluded himself into thinking his uncles and cousins hadn’t heard of his exploits. “Technically, I had my shirt on as a blindfold when I raced around the monument, so I wasn’t naked.”

One dark brow arched as Raleigh leaned back against the wall and stretched his long legs out in front of him.

Dalton sighed. Normally he prided himself of being featured in the gossip columns, but that was one exploit he wished had gone unnoticed.

Raleigh crossed his hands over his stomach like he didn’t plan on moving for a while. It appeared this was an inquisition.

“It was at one o’clock in the morning; there weren’t many people out at that time.”

The other eyebrow joined the first one.

“Fine. It was stupid.” It had been great fun, though, and.... “I did win two hundred pounds.”

“Well, thank galaxy for that.” Raleigh grinned but quickly masked it. “And the duel?”

“If Viscount-Consort Lawson would keep his husband satisfied, then the viscount wouldn’t have to go elsewhere?”

Raleigh leveled the dad stare at him.

Don’t squirm, Dalton chided himself. He couldn’t help it, he squirmed. Damn it.

“And what about the curricle?”

Tonight’s events, which he’d tried hard to forget for the past hour, came back to him in a rush. He started pacing to give himself something to do, because he didn’t think he could retell the story if he had to look at his uncle. “William begged me to meet him at the races.” He hadn’t thought twice about it. He’d met the debutant the night before at the Yardley musical, and the shy man had blushed at everything. All Dalton’s previous lovers had been experienced, so the idea of deflowering an innocent had excited him. “I agreed. Everything was fine until his father showed up. The, uh, earl didn’t take it well.”

“I wonder why?”

Ignoring the sarcasm, Dalton continued, “William pleaded with me to get him out of there.”

“So you stole one of the curricles.”

“Borrowed.” William had mentioned being compromised, and Dalton had panicked. He’d wanted to fuck the cute little baron, not marry him. “I was going to take it back after I dropped William off at his house, but the earl caught up to us before we could even leave the park. He jumped in front of the horses, and....” Dalton stopped pacing, with his back to his uncle, and closed his eyes. His breath caught in his chest, burning like someone squeezed him. People talked about how everything seemed to slow down in a crisis, but it wasn’t true. Things didn’t slow down. They sped up. “I didn’t mean to kill him.” Tears blurred Dalton’s vision. It hadn’t seemed real until he said it out loud.

“What? Who?” Raleigh grabbed his shoulder and spun Dalton around so fast he wobbled before catching his balance again.

He looked at the bench, then at Raleigh. When had he moved?

Narrowing his eyes, Raleigh joggled Dalton. “Who?”

“The Earl of Wesley, William’s father.”

Sliding his hands down to Dalton’s forearms, Raleigh dropped his head and his chest heaved in and out. When he raised his head again, a soft smile graced his lips. “You didn’t kill him. He got knocked unconscious.”

Air exploded into Dalton’s lungs and his knees went rubbery. “He’s alive?”

“Yes. He also has a much fatter purse now, thanks to you. I had to pay him a fortune to tell everyone he and his son had been walking when you nearly ran them down. He wanted you to do the right thing and marry his son.”

At this point, marriage was the least of Dalton’s concerns. With his heart hammering against his chest, he raked a shaky hand through his hair and came away with sweat.

“I also had to pay for Lord Henderson’s curricle and a new matched pair. He’s convinced you maimed one of the horses, though Brooks doesn’t agree. However, if it will keep him from pressing charges, it’s worth it. Now, if I can keep this out of the gossip columns, it will be a miracle. The scandal sheets adore you.”

Brooks, the stable master at Townsend Castle, excelled at her job. If she thought the horse was all right, then it was. “So, I can go... home?” The smile slipped from his face, and his stomach dropped again. Home was the castle—not Fairfax House—and he couldn’t go there. Damned laws.

“No.”

“I know I can’t go back to the castle, but—”

Raleigh began shaking his head.

A chill swept over Dalton at the expression of regret on his uncle’s face. “What? You said he wasn’t dead and that I could go.”

Raleigh drew in a deep breath, then huffed it out, making the black hair on his forehead flutter. Those steel gray eyes, which were identical to Dalton’s, stared at him steady and sure as he reached into his left coat pocket and pulled out folded white papers. “You will be released on one condition.”

Dalton shook his head, not understanding.

“You know that I love you, Dalton. Don’t you?”

He did know because his uncle—both his uncles—had told him often growing up. More importantly they’d showered him with attention and lots of hugs. Dalton nodded, but the hair on his arms stood up.

“I don’t trust you to behave yourself. Not as long as you have to live with my brother.” Raleigh touched his cheek. “If I could legally bring you home with me, I would, but you are heading in a direction that you might never return from, and I can’t let that happen.”

Dalton deflated a little. He’d done things in the last year that he would never have dared while living with his uncle, but when his father had sent for him and made him move back in with his parents after ten years, Dalton had gone a little crazy. He’d acted more like the eight-year-old his father had sent away than the nineteen-year-old he was now. He’d caused scandal after scandal. At first he’d hoped his parents would send him back to his uncle, but they hadn’t, and Dalton had lost control. Being bad had become... fun. He’d done things that no young lord of his age was allowed to do, and he’d stopped caring what his parents or society thought of him.

“And we need to let this latest scandal blow over.... Therefore, I’ve purchased you a commission in the IN.” Raleigh held out the papers.

With a shaky hand, Dalton took them. He was being sent away? Again? He glanced down at the commission, then up at his uncle.

Raleigh’s stern expression never wavered.

“But....”

“You have only two choices. You can stay in here charged with theft, or go into the Intergalactic Navy. Do your two years there, come home, and do your two years in the Regelence Navy. We will tell everyone that you always wanted to join the Regelence Navy, like my father. I seem to remember you wanting to do just that as a child.”

“Yes.” Dalton studied the papers. When he was young, he had wanted to follow in his grandfather’s footsteps, but he’d long since outgrown that notion. Now, though, he didn’t want to leave his family. He wanted to move back home to the castle with them, even though he knew he couldn’t. “My father doesn’t know, does he?”

Raleigh shook his head. “I’ll deal with my brother.”

By law, even though Dalton was not of age by Regelence standards, he could join the IN without parental consent. The IN’s legal age was only eighteen, and in five months, Dalton would be twenty.

Glancing around the cell, at its harsh stone walls, he shivered. He could not remain imprisoned. Maybe that meant he was the spoiled aristocrat the guards had accused him of being, but he knew he’d never last in here, and he didn’t want to go back to live with his parents.

He peered up at his uncle’s face. Would he really leave me here? If Raleigh thought it best, he would, and that firm jaw said so, loud and clear.

Nauseous and with no other choice, Dalton agreed. “I’ll do it.”
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Rumor has it, a certain demon lord has come home for good. One wonders how many duels we will see this season?

—From The Classige Morning News, On-Dit column

––––––––
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March 1, 4831: Planet Regelence

Lawson Street Market in Downtown Classige, Pruluce (the ruling country of Regelence)

The place was madness, complete and utter madness. Standing just inside the main gate of the street market, Blaise watched wide-eyed, a sense of disgust and wonder all rolled into one, as a hawker strolled by with some sort of meat on a stick.

The sun was barely up, yet dozens of rows of whitewashed stalls filled with food and all manner of goods dominated every inch of free space; people filled the rest. Peddlers competed for attention by shouting over one another, and the smells.... They all meshed together in a collage of sweet, sour, sautéed onions, and sweat. As if the scent of onions by itself wasn’t bad enough. He’d come here to find someone, but he’d had no idea the place would be so large and... busy.

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” With his hands stuffed down in the pockets of his greatcoat, Bannon sidled up next to him, staring slack-jawed at the hustle and bustle in front of them.

Bannon’s valet, Louisa—who acted as their chaperone—stood next to him with a similar expression on her face.

Shrugging, Blaise breathed into his gloved hands, trying to warm his nose and mute the smells around him. He’d been wondering the same thing. It wasn’t his best idea, but he didn’t have any other options. His father was Regelence’s IN councilman and in charge of protecting Regelence’s interests within the IN. At the top of the list of concerns, he wanted Admiral Jenkins and his wife found. As an intern in the council office, Blaise’s suggestions had fallen on deaf ears, so he’d taken matters into his own hands. If you wanted something done right.... “The runner said he trailed Betty Jenkins’s former lady’s maid here. She sells melons.”

“Then why not have the runner contact the maid?” Bannon huffed out a breath and fogged the air around him. “We’re wasting our time here. We could be at the haberdashery instead, shopping for a new hat.”

Rolling his eyes, Blaise grabbed his younger brother by the arm and pulled them into the tidal wave of people. “Because I can’t continue to pay a runner out of my allowance or Father will get suspicious and realize I’m investigating this on my own.” He stopped for a woman pushing a trolley full of pottery.

“Why are you investigating this on your own?” Louisa leaned past Bannon to meet Blaise’s gaze.

“Because the others won’t listen to me. They think there’s nothing to be gained by talking to the Jenkinses’ servants.” It was rather shortsighted on their part. The group had runners—paid for by the IN Councilman’s Committee, of course—investigating neighbors and family members. Which was a good idea, but Blaise hadn’t lived as heir to a dukedom for the past twenty-two years without learning a thing or two. If you wanted gossip, you went downstairs to the servants’ quarters to get it.

The pottery cart passed, and he pulled Bannon forward again, only to have him shrug out of his hold.

“I can walk, ya know.”

“Then come along.” Shaking his head, Blaise strode down the aisle, leaving Bannon and Louisa to follow. Why of all days did Larkinson, his valet and preferred chaperone, have to get sick? He should have snuck out and come by himself. The risk would have been worth it.

The market was a lot bigger than he’d anticipated and definitely not for the faint of heart. It wasn’t dirty exactly, but it wasn’t pristine either. The streets were... well, they were streets. There was something that smelled suspiciously like horse manure, even though no animals were allowed. The place bustled with footmen in livery, upper servants and underbutlers mixed with even a few middle-class citizens, but there didn’t appear to be any lords or ladies of the ton.

With a grimace, he pulled the lapels of his greatcoat higher on his neck and hoped it and his hat concealed his identity. He’d come too far to turn back now.

He walked another minute or so before he spotted the melon stand situated right between some orange fruit and grapes. “Let me do the talking.”

No reply.

Blaise whirled around and came face-to-face with a woman holding a little boy by the hand. “Ack!” He jumped back.

She gasped and clutched her purse to her chest.

Bloody hell! “I’m so sorry, madam. I thought my brother was behind me.”

The woman glared, raised her chin, and marched off, dragging the boy behind her as he looked over his shoulder at Blaise.

Sighing, Blaise shook his head and turned his attention back to the booth. He was going to box Bannon’s ears when he found him.

Behind the rows of cantaloupes, a sweet-faced girl in her late teens waited on a woman in a gray wool coat and straw-rimmed bonnet. The girl wore a simple tan-colored pelisse, but on further inspection, it had fine tan embroidery on the lapels and the wrists done in a darker, shinier tan. Probably silk. It was much more fitting to a middle-class woman of some status rather than someone who earned low wages hawking fruit. Her cheeks were red from the chill, and she kept darting glances at the crowd, never making eye contact with her customers. This had to be the lady’s maid.

The patron didn’t seem to notice the maid’s odd behavior. She picked up a fruit, but instead of putting it in the basket looped over her arm, she brought it to her nose.

Blaise frowned at the odd gesture. Who smelled cantaloupes?

But no, she wasn’t sniffing it. She turned her head slightly, then scanned back the other direction as she too searched the crowd.

The hair on Blaise’s arms stood on end under his layers of clothes, and it wasn’t from the cold air. Something wasn’t right. Making his way to the next stand over, he decided to watch a little longer. He picked up an orange—or was it a tangerine? He never could tell the two apart—and mimicked the customer, bringing the fruit to his face. He peered over the top of it toward the two women.

They chatted, but their gazes never actually met. When a man came over and picked up a melon, the female consumer turned away.

The man tossed the cash for his cantaloupe onto the stand and left. Only then did the woman turn her attention back to the purveyor. She put the melon in her basket without paying, and the girl never made a move to stop her.

Blaise stepped closer, trying to get a better view of the patron past her wide-brimmed bonnet and....

Oh, my galaxy! He pressed the tangerine to his lips to cover a gasp. Betty Jenkins!

A tickle of delight ran through him. It was like playing a new piece of music with no mistakes on the first try. No way could he be this lucky.

She appeared thinner than the pictures of Mrs. Jenkins tacked up around the councilman’s office, and her hair was brown, not graying blond. Truth be told, she looked more like a kitchen maid than a baron’s daughter, but there was a resemblance around the eyes. She even had the same beauty mark high up on her cheek at the corner of her right eye. He was certain this was the admiral’s wife.

It was all he could do not to dance a little jig right then and there, but where was the admiral? Blaise searched the vicinity, but no one near remotely resembled the robust man.

Dipping her head at the girl, Betty left.

Blaise started after her, but the man behind the orange booth caught his sleeve. “Are ye going to be paying for dat, or am I to call the law on ye?”

Dust! He’d forgotten about the tangerine or orange or whatever. “Sorry!” He pitched the fruit to the vendor and hurried through the aisles, staying just far enough away to not look like he was following. But it wasn’t easy.

Betty went in and out of his view as people crossed between them.

Her basket swung back and forth, and her wool coat swayed. If she went any faster, she’d be running. Even with his longer stride, Blaise had a hard time keeping up.

A blast of wind liberated Betty’s bonnet from her head and slowed her pace.

Making a grab for his own hat, Blaise hurried to close the gap between them, but a man pushing a cart full of sweets cut him off. He rocked up on his toes to avoid a collision and darted to the left.

A herd of children following the candy man nearly trampled him.

Blaise jogged to the right to pass the cart, and someone slammed into his shoulder, spinning him sideways. Star dust and imploding planets! Couldn’t people see he was in a hurry? Rubbing his shoulder, Blaise regained his senses, and.... Oh no. Betty had vanished, and up ahead a man in a bottle-green coat and a maroon hat ran as if trying to catch someone. That had to be the rude cod who’d smashed into him.

A chill washed over Blaise and down through his body. Was that man after Betty too? What if the IN found the Jenkinses before he and his group did? A swirling dread churned in the pit of his stomach, and he followed the billowing green coat. He had to get to her first.

Weaving his way through the throng of people, Blaise half skipped, half ran, trying to locate her.

In front of the man, a swath of gray disappeared behind the baker’s stand, and Blaise picked up his pace.

Or rather he tried to.

A hand clamped down on his shoulder, bringing him to a standstill.

He shrugged, but the hand held tight, sliding down his arm and squeezing his wrist.

His heart beat so fast, the rushing blood in his ears drowned out the cacophony of the crowd. He hadn’t even considered that he might be in danger himself if he found her. Tensing up, he prepared to fight, but a whiney voice stalled him.

“Blaise, can we go now?”

Bannon. Blaise sighed but didn’t stop to enjoy the relief. He gripped his brother’s hand and hauled him into the chase with him. “Come on.”

Unfortunately they didn’t get far; they turned right and ran into a waist-high rock wall. Beyond the wall, traffic concealed the other side of the street.

Where did they go? Breathing heavy, Blaise dropped his hands to his knees and tried to get his bearings. He’d run out of market, and there were no crosswalks or traffic signals nearby. Neither Betty nor the man in green was anywhere in sight. He leaned past the blockade to get a better view, but only a small boy huddled behind the baker’s stand, eating a meat pie. “Blast and damnation.” He’d been so close.

The boy stopped eating and held the food at his mouth. His hazel eyes seemed vibrant against his dirty face. A nervous energy filled him, as though he were about to jump up and run.

Bannon jerked Blaise back around. “Why are you running?”

Blaise jerked his arm back and gave one last look toward the street.

The child had used the distraction and taken off down the row between the stalls and the barrier. So much for asking him if he’d seen Betty or the man in green.

With a sigh, Blaise glared at his brother. “I found her.”

“Who? The lady’s maid?” Bannon’s red brows pulled together as he lifted a peach to his mouth and bit into it.

Where had he gotten that? Blaise frowned at the fruit, and Bannon held it out to him. Shaking his head, he rolled his eyes. “No, Betty Jenkins.”

Bannon’s green eyes flared above the peach. “You did?” he asked with his mouth full.

“If you’d stayed with me like you were supposed to...,” Blaise growled. What was the use? Bannon was never where he was supposed to be, but.... “You made me lose her.” He used his most superior voice and gave his sibling a piercing stare.

Bannon, of course, was unfazed. “Since you lost her, can we leave? This is dull.”

Blaise closed his eyes and counted to ten, trying to keep from throttling his brother. When he finished, he had to count to ten again, but finally he managed, “Where is Louisa?”

Bannon shrugged. “I left her at the apple place while I was talking to the nice man at the peach stand.” The twinkle in his eye told a different story. He’d been flirting with the man selling peaches, which explained his valet’s absence. Louisa failed miserably as chaperone. Not that Blaise really wanted or needed a chaperone, but if anyone had seen him....

As one of his father’s interns—not to mention his father’s possible successor—he had to mind his reputation, but seeing someone he knew here wasn’t likely. A young lord in a market, except one of the livestock markets, was... well... it was bad form and just wasn’t done.

“Come along. We have to find Louisa.” He caught Bannon’s arm and tugged him through the mazelike market.

They walked back the way they came, but Blaise did not catch sight of Betty again, nor did he see the man he thought had been following her. Which worried him. Blast it all, that man had spooked Betty, and now she knew the market wasn’t safe. She would be even harder to find next time, and he couldn’t keep looking. He had to be at the House of Lords in an hour.

The important thing was that he’d spotted her and could vouch she was alive... for now. Perhaps he could mention seeing her and get his colleagues to step up the search for her. He hoped that the other man hunting for her had not caught her.

“Redding? Bannon?”

Blaise turned to find Louisa hurrying toward them with a huge smile on her face. Her dark hair remained tucked up under her bonnet in its neat and elegant coiffure, but she had the skirt of her morning dress in her hands ruched up and showing her ankles as if she carried something in the folds of her skirt. The action completely dispelled the elegance of her attire and the importance she held in their household. She might as well have been wearing a plain drab dress like Betty rather than pale blue with flowers and a sapphire velvet pelisse.

“I got four apples to your one peach,” she said in a singsongy voice and wagged her head sideways as she drew close. Holding out her skirt, she showed them the red apples.

“Blast and damnation.” With a scowl, Bannon stomped his foot and crossed his arms, the peach still in his hand. “You swear you didn’t buy them?”

Louisa smiled even brighter and pressed her free hand against her chest. “On my honor.” Extending the hand against her chest she wiggled her fingers. “Pay up.”

Bannon pulled a shilling out of his pocket and gave it to her.

Blaise could only imagine what that was about. Like he and Larkinson, Bannon and Louisa had been raised together and were dear friends. The daughters of their housekeeper, Larkinson and Louisa had been educated with them and groomed to be their valets since practically birth. But unlike he and his own valet, these two were always competing. Anything Bannon did, Louisa had to do and vice versa. It was like having two Bannons.

As if one wasn’t enough.

“Come on.” Blaise shooed them both forward.

The two of them started moving, but Bannon continued to glare at Louisa. She grinned at him in return, then strolled up next to Blaise. “Would you like an apple, my lord?”

“They probably have worms in them.” Bannon took one last bite of his peach and deposited it in a trash can next to one of the stands.

“No, thank you, Louisa.” He decided not to mention that she should walk behind them for the sake of propriety, and scanned the area around them. “How did you get the apples and the peach?”

“Louie cheated, I’m certain.” Bannon stuffed his gloved hands into his greatcoat pockets, appearing quite petulant.

“Did not. We made a bet to see which of us was more charming.” Now she gloated. “I won.” Freezing in her tracks, she touched Blaise’s arm. “You could probably get a bushel of apples. Men are always noticing you.”

Blaise fought back a blush. “I doubt that.” Besides, he’d rather have one Betty Jenkins right now than a bushel of anything.

Bannon snorted. “I doubt it too. Blaise is so oblivious to flirting. All he cares about is work.”

“That’s not true.” Was that...? No, it was a milkmaid, not Betty. Wait! What did Bannon say? “Men do not flirt with me.”

“See?” Bannon raised his hand toward Blaise and looked past him at Louisa. “Oblivious.”

Blaise ignored his brother. Men did not flirt with him. Quite frankly, he’d yet to meet a man whose attention he wanted to gain either.

Up ahead at the entrance to the market, between two women, a bottle-green coat fluttered in the wind and disappeared into the crowd once again.

“Bloody hell!” He didn’t wait to see if Bannon and Louisa followed, which was probably stupidity on his part.

At the sidewalk, the throng cleared a bit and revealed the man in the green coat disappearing inside a shop up the street. Had the man followed Betty there? The tightness in Blaise’s chest eased a little. One thing was for certain—if the man was still running, he hadn’t caught her. Blaise still had time; he might be able to get to Betty first!

“What was that about? Where are you going?” Bannon asked, short of breath as he stumbled up next to Blaise.

“To the haberdashery.”

––––––––
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Groaning, Dalton Fairfax huddled farther down into his peacoat as he ran. Damn the luck, letting Ravensburg spot him leaving the IN base on the very day he returned to Regelence. His father, the Marquess of Ravensburg, was a pain in his arse. His parents had been making a fuss for weeks now about him moving back home and selling out his commission. Not bloody likely.

The wind whipped his cheeks so hard he’d lost sensation in them two blocks ago. He glanced back at the mass of people on the sidewalk from which he’d just escaped, but kept going. It was a little like trying to swim up the Bordo River on Lerdra. Shouldn’t these people be sleeping off last night’s excess? Most aristocrats didn’t rise till ten or so, and it was barely six thirty. Dodging a nanny pushing a pram, he almost plowed into a young lord.

“Watch out!”

Dalton leaped over a frozen puddle before glancing back again.

Ravensburg had his arm in the air as if hailing Dalton, as he shoved through a mass of people on the sidewalk. If his face got any redder, he’d look like a tomato. When had Father gotten that out of shape? Or perhaps he was a victim of wind chill as well?

A stab of pity, mixed with something that felt suspiciously like guilt, niggled at Dalton, but not enough to make him stop. Eventually he’d have to talk to his father, but not now.

Skirting a trolley filled with oranges, he peeked over his shoulder again, and bam! He splatted up against a rather squishy body. Oomph. “Meteor dust!”

“Whoa!” The squishy body flew backward in a flurry of puce and flapping arms. A hat sailed forward off the man’s head.

Dalton shot out a hand to grab the man, but the man’s walking stick came flying toward him. He snagged the stick out of midair, but missed the owner’s arm.

The man landed on his arse with his legs spread and his gray beaver hat between his knees. He brought to mind a toppled bowling pin as he floundered around.

Several fellow pedestrians stopped to gawk.

Dalton seriously considered resuming his escape, but how callous would that be? He wasn’t a complete scoundrel, even if it meant his father caught up with him. Sighing, he planted the walking stick on the sidewalk and offered his free hand. “Terribly sorry, ol’ chap.”

“Oh, I say, Ashbourne. Is that you?” The bowling pin, er... man, blinked bright blue eyes up at Dalton. His lips flowed into a grin, making his jowls more prominent. Lifting his hat from between his legs, he plopped it on his head, turned his face upward, and took Dalton’s hand in a warm clammy grip.

Oh stars. It was Viscount Tyndel. Of all times to run into a former paramour. Dalton pulled and failed to help the viscount rise. Galaxy, the man had packed on some pounds. He’d never had the toned physique Dalton preferred in his lovers, but the man had a talented mouth, so Dalton hadn’t cared overly. Now? There were practically two of Tyndel.

Putting his back into it and using the walking stick for leverage, Dalton tried again to help Tyndel up.

Slowly, Tyndel rose to his feet, staggering a bit. He dusted off his chocolate-colored trousers and rearranged his waistcoat, jacket, and puce greatcoat. “When did you get back in town? Last I heard, you were serving in the IN on Lerdra.”

“Right. Um....” Dalton chanced a glance behind him. Was that Ravensburg? The man certainly seemed in a hurry and the hat appeared the right shade of brown, but Dalton couldn’t get a good look at him otherwise. An IN soldier kept pace in front of him and a much smaller blond man directly beside.... “Damnation!” The blond was his sire. Where had he come from?

Arthur Fairfax’s body lurched back in recognition. He said something to—yes, that was definitely Ravensburg—and pointed in Dalton’s direction. Great, now both his parents were on his tail. He’d managed to avoid them while on leave last year because they’d been in the country at Windswept Abbey, but evading them while they were in town was already proving more difficult.

Dalton sprang into a jog. Bloody hell. He’d forgotten all about Tyndel. He turned over his shoulder toward the now slack-jawed viscount and walked backward. “My apologies, Tyndel. We’ll catch up later.” His gaze strayed a few yards back. Eep. His sire was quick for such a small man. “Family emergency.” Which wasn’t a lie—it was an emergency that he get away from his family. He fled without another word.

“Oh, I say, how undignified,” someone called out behind him.

Dalton grinned at the absurdity of the situation and kept going. How very undignified, indeed. Both Lords Ravensburg running down a crowded sidewalk in the middle of downtown Classige. Dalton chuckled. He couldn’t wait to tell Uncle Raleigh.

After bolting into an alley, he came out on Green Street and looked both ways. There was a jeweler, a tailor.... There. The haberdashery. Maybe he could hide out and do some shopping.

He sprinted across the road, narrowly avoiding a lift. Glancing behind him, he made sure his parents hadn’t made it out of the alley yet, and then he flung open the door and hurried inside.

The bell tinkled, and.... Ah, warmth! His frozen face and burning lungs approved. Dropping his hands to his knees, he took a deep breath and then another. He really needed to get reaccustomed to the higher altitude in Pruluce. Having been stationed for the past year on a planet with nothing but plains had not done him any favors today. Thank goodness for the last six weeks of special training to go into the Regelence Special Regiment, or he’d be in worse shape.

“Ahem.”

Dalton raised his head as a tall thin man in a dove gray morning coat and charcoal trousers came around the corner toward him. The pinched expression on his face clearly declared Dalton beneath him. The establishment did cater to the haute ton, but still... a soldier wasn’t exactly riffraff. Besides, how could the salesman even see with his nose that high in the air?

Straightening to his full height, Dalton lifted his own chin; he could do haughty when necessary.

“How can I help you, lieutenant...?” The man looked as though he’d bitten into something quite sour, and the way he made Dalton’s rank sound like the equivalent of horse droppings was very impressive.

Dalton barely suppressed a twitch at the corner of his lips. Staring down his nose at the man, he lifted a brow. “Lieutenant Lord Ashbourne.” He wasn’t above playing the lord card to keep from getting tossed out of the shop.

Normally that was all it took, and this proprietor was no different.

Mr. Lemon Sucker’s entire demeanor changed, and the poker up his arse seemed to have disappeared. “Welcome, my lord. I’m Humphreys. How may I serve you? Please allow me to take your coat and....” He looked at Dalton’s head.

Bloody black hole, he’d lost his cover in the mad dash to get away.

Humphreys quickly divested Dalton of his peacoat. “What can I help you with today, my lord?”

“I’ll let you know. I’m going to browse around.” Dalton stepped past Poker Arse, completely dismissing him, then felt guilty for it. But the man was rude to him first, he reasoned—not to mention he needed out of the doorway. Even though the bottom part of the door was wood, the top had panes of glass and a clear view to the street.

“Very well, my lord. Please let me know if I can be of service. I’ll check back with you in a moment?”

Waving his hand behind him, Dalton continued walking. He did need a new civilian wardrobe more fitting to Regelence for when he was off duty. Though he was loath to give up the shorts and sandals he’d worn at the base on Lerdra during his down time.

Studying the shelves of cravats to his right, he decided to browse while he let his esteemed parents get farther away.

“Bannon, get down from there right this instant. What if someone sees you?”

Dalton froze.

The furious whisper had come from somewhere to his left. Whoever the speaker was, he whispered louder than Dalton’s cousin Tarren, which was quite impressive.

“I mean it, Bannon.”

Wait. A flutter racked Dalton’s stomach. It couldn’t be. Bannon was the name of his cousin Aiden’s friend. And Bannon’s brother.... Could that be Dalton’s Adonis calling his younger sibling?

Before he’d gone into special training, Dalton had been home on leave and spotted the most angelic, gorgeous creature he’d ever laid eyes on. The man had starred in every one of Dalton’s fantasies since then. That lovely face had even gotten him through those long nights in the surf while he’d suffered from hypothermia and starvation. He could still picture the man clearly. A real diamond of the first water. Lord Redding, Blaise Thompson, heir to the Duke of Eversleigh, had brown hair and the most brilliant green eyes Dalton had ever seen—like emeralds in the sunlight. He had kissable lips and a grace of movement that made him appear ethereal. He was beautiful, elegant, and very, very beddable.

Only Dalton hadn’t been able to arrange an introduction. Somehow their paths had not crossed again, which wasn’t surprising, considering that Dalton was a rakehell and Blaise was... well, respectable. None of Dalton’s cousins had taken him seriously when he’d asked to meet the viscount.

Footsteps came from behind him. “My lord, can I—”

“Not now!” He waved his hand without looking at the man.

“Hrmph. Very well, my lord.”

Bloody hell. Dalton swiveled around. “Pardon me, Humphreys. My apologies. I was deep in thought, and I’m still deciding, but I’ll let you know.”

“Very well, my lord.” Humphreys dipped his pointy chin, turned on his heels, and left.

Dalton hurried to the very end of the aisle and glanced down the next one. Empty. Standing perfectly still, he closed his eyes and listened. Where are you, lovely?

“Eep.” The shelving unit cattycorner on his left rattled. A black beaver hat fell from the shelf, bounced onto the navy blue carpet, and rolled in a circle before landing crown up in the middle of the floor. “Oh star dust! Blaise, let go of my feet and stop pulling....” A pair of dazzling green eyes peered down from the top shelf, under a shock of bright red hair. “Oh, hallo.”

“’Ello.” Dalton grinned. Not only was it Aiden’s friend, Bannon, but Bannon’s grousing confirmed that his gorgeous brother was indeed on the other side of that wall of hats as well. “Can you get that for me?” Bannon asked.

“Certainly.” Dalton snagged the hat from the ground, and warmth spread through him as though he’d drank a shot of whiskey. At last, he was about to meet the breathtaking Viscount Redding. Finally.

“Bannon...,” Blaise hissed from the other side.

“I have him,” a female hissed back. “Bannon, get down.”

The shelving teetered.

“Oh!” Bannon’s eyes widened, and his head began to sink below the shelf.

Three more hats dropped from the top ledge, and one from the middle—right about where Bannon’s foot would be—and hit the ground. Unlike the first hat, these didn’t roll but instead pelted the ground like darts.

Dalton had a vision of the shelf falling and knocking over the rest like dominoes. He raced around the corner with his arms outstretched, intent on catching the hellion, and plowed right over the man of his dreams.

It was nothing like running into Tyndel, because Blaise was not at all squishy, and he never saw Dalton coming. He fell like a chopped tree—straight down.

Dalton reached out, but the impact had sent him reeling backward as well. The cuff of Blaise’s soft wool morning coat flitted through his fingers, followed by a small current of air that sealed the deal. All he could do was watch with his mouth ajar as Blaise hit the blue carpet. The breath knocked from him was little more than a hiss.

Clutching his chest, Blaise gasped for air. The agony and surprise on his face hit Dalton so hard, he might as well have fallen himself. Those beautiful green eyes went wide and unfocused. His chestnut hair fell in an attractive tousle over his forehead, and those smooth alabaster cheeks grew botchy with spots of color, but for all that, he was still the most beautiful man on Regelence. Like an elven prince from one of the storybooks Grandfather used to read at bedtime.

Before Dalton could move forward to check on his hapless victim, Bannon screeched.

Hanging from his fingertips, the redhead dangled four feet off the ground. The shelving unit swayed back and forth as if hit by a gale force wind.

A woman tried to steady the shelves but had no success whatsoever. It was only a matter of seconds before the whole thing toppled, and who knew which way it would actually fall.

Dalton rushed forward through the rain of hats peppering the ground around him like tiny missiles and caught Bannon with one arm. After setting the young man on his feet, he used both hands to steady the shelf. The girl helped, and it stopped swaying, but most of its contents had crash-landed onto the carpet.

Dalton’s lips twitched up into a big smile as he studied the turbulent sea of hats. Some on their sides, some upside down, others right side up, one or two still rolling. In their stuffy society, a little harmless folly was a godsend. Well, almost harmless. He supposed Blaise might disagree at the moment, but still it tickled Dalton.

Somehow all but one hat missed Blaise, who was now trying to sit while gasping for air and clawing at his cravat.

Dalton rushed to him, tossed the green hat from his abdomen, and helped him sit. Sinking down behind Blaise, he propped the viscount’s back against his chest and couldn’t help but feel tenderness. “Easy, sweetheart.”

Galaxy, he smelled divine. Like cold nights around a campfire and the inside of a sweet shop all rolled into one.

Blaise leaned back into Dalton’s arms, so warm and trusting, and despite the situation, Dalton’s cock stirred. Gritting his teeth, he willed his body to behave and intercepted Blaise’s hands. Pale, elegant hands that would look splendid on Dalton’s slightly darker skin. And thoughts like that were definitely not a good way to get control of his body. Geez, the man couldn’t breathe, and here Dalton was lost in a fantasy.

Unknotting the cravat, he pulled it free. “That’s it, sweetheart, easy now. Try to slowly let the air back in.”

Little by little Blaise began to relax and inhale. Soon he was breathing easier, and so did Dalton.

“There now. Much better, yes?”

Blaise nodded and snuggled, moving his back side to side, against Dalton’s chest. He leaned his head back on Dalton’s shoulder and closed his eyes with his face only inches away.

A charming sprinkle of freckles dotted his cheeks, and his slim neck begged to be bitten. The strong pulse throbbing there taunted Dalton’s tongue. Would he taste salty or sweet? Or a combination of both?

“Oh bother.” Bannon stood a few feet away with the black hat he’d risked life and limb to get, wringing it in his hands. His pale skin blanched nearly white. “Father is going to throttle me.”

Humphreys appeared behind him with his mouth ajar. Wonderful! There was no telling what the very uptight man would say about this. Frankly, Dalton couldn’t believe he wasn’t already shrieking and calling the law on them.

The girl bit her bottom lip and shook her head at the damage before turning on Bannon. “I told you it was a bad idea.”

“You did not!” Bannon shouted at her. “You said the hat would be dashing on me.”

“I didn’t mean for you to climb up and get....” She trailed off, looking over at Humphreys.

With a sigh and a prayer to anyone who’d listen that Humphreys didn’t have an apoplexy right on the spot, Dalton met the older man’s gaze. “I’ll pay for everything, but allow me to revive Lord Redding first.”

Surprisingly the proprietor did not explode. Standing up straighter, he closed his lips and dipped his chin. “Very well, my lord.” With a glare at Bannon, he lifted his chin, sniffed, and walked away.

Like a bolt of lightning had struck him, Blaise jerked forward and scrambled to his feet. He spun around and locked gazes with Dalton, his mouth gaping open. For several seconds, they stared at each other.

Dalton couldn’t have moved if he’d wanted to. He sat there transfixed by those grass-green eyes and the most profound feeling that his life had just irrevocably changed. He shook his head, trying to clear the insane thought, and hopped to his feet. It wasn’t like he was a lad with his first infatuation. He didn’t even believe in love at first sight, but there was... something... some strange pull he couldn’t deny. The shock in Blaise’s eyes made Dalton wonder if he felt it too.

Blaise swallowed hard enough to make his Adam’s apple bob. A small, shy smile teased his lips, and those gorgeous eyes peeked out from under fluttering lashes. Pink tinged his neck and face as he bit his bottom lip. He took a step forward, and the color drained from his face.

Maybe it was the widening of his eyes or the jerky way he moved, but Dalton read his intent to flee and said, “Blaise, wait.”

But he didn’t wait; he took off at a brisk pace, kicking hats out of his way as he went.

Bollocks! Dalton reached out as if he could somehow stall the retreat, but Blaise increased his pace.

Bannon and the girl stumbled along behind him. After a few seconds, Bannon peered back over his shoulder with a sheepish expression. “Sorry. And thank you.”

Dalton nodded. Bloody hell! What had he done? Well, other than knocking the man on his arse, of course. Rolling his eyes at himself, Dalton groaned. He watched Blaise disappear around the corner with his coattails flapping behind him.

Ugh. That had not gone at all like Dalton envisioned their first meeting. So much for a first impression. He’d just have to make a better second one. Glancing around at the hats littering the floor, he chuckled.

That shouldn’t be too hard.
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Chapter Two
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A prominent member of the IN Councilman’s Committee and his petite consort were seen sprinting down Platt Street this morning. Has the marquess lost his mind? Perhaps it’s the long hours he puts in at the House of Lords. Rumor has it, he and Councilman Eversleigh have butted heads yet again over politics.

—From Regelence Post, the Happenings at the House of Lords column

––––––––
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There were moments in his life when he looked back and wondered if he’d taken leave of his senses. This was one of those moments. Actually, Blaise didn’t wonder; he knew for a certainty.

Leaning back against the brick wall in the alley beside Hart and Sons Haberdashery, he stared down at his feet as if they had the answers. In all his twenty-two years, he’d never experienced the intense heat that had consumed him when he’d locked gazes with that man. He wasn’t sure he liked the feeling. No, he was certain he didn’t care for it at all. It made him hot despite the nip in the air and the absence of his greatcoat, and his pulse galloped out of control.

“I’m sorry.” Bannon ducked down into his line of vision with his bottom lip caught between his teeth. “Are you okay? Can you breathe all right?”

Now he’s concerned? Blaise ran his hand down his face and nodded. If Bannon thought him still suffering from being knocked down, Blaise wasn’t about to tell him otherwise. It wasn’t as if he could admit that he’d wanted to step forward and go right back into the man’s arms. It was better to have run out and be thought a complete ninny.

“I saw that hat and had to have it. I didn’t mean for all of them to fall. I should’ve listened to you, but I was certain I could reach it.” Bannon plopped Blaise’s hat on his head and proceeded to put his coat around his shoulders like Bannon was dressing a child.

Oh, for the love of.... Blaise stuffed his arms into his coat. As the big brother, he was supposed to take charge. He should give his sibling a severe dressing down. Bannon really deserved it this time. He’d not only put himself in danger, but he might have put others in danger as well. “You made me lose the man in green.”

Louisa, who stood behind Bannon, winced. “Do you think the man in the green coat caught the admiral’s wife?”

“I hope not, but I’m going to have to mention this to Father and the committee.” And he didn’t look forward to that. Their parents were not going to like that he’d gone to the market, but he couldn’t very well stay silent to save his own hide now. “Betty might be in danger, and we need to find her fast.” If anything happened to her because he’d drawn attention to her.... Well, he didn’t want to consider that. Putting his hat on, he glanced around the dingy alley, and a shudder racked through him. He really had been out of his mind when he’d fled. There were cardboard boxes, wooden crates, and garbage strewn all over the place. “Come on.”

A skitter—or was it a shuffle?—echoed off the walls of the buildings and one of the crates inched over. Probably rats or some other critter. Egads, he hated rodents. That was all he needed to top off this misadventure.

Louisa jumped at the sound and turned toward it. “Couldn’t you have picked a better spot to run to?”

“I... panicked,” he admitted reluctantly.

Louisa’s lips quirked up, and as if she read his mind, she asked, “He was rather gorgeous, wasn’t he?”

Very, but Blaise refused to admit it out loud. “You’re missing the point entirely. Bannon has caused yet another scene, and this time he’s embroiled me in it as well.”

Bannon at least had the decency to give him a sheepish wince. “What exactly are you going to tell Father and Sire?”

Blaise raised both eyebrows.

“Oh no! You aren’t going to tell them about the hat incident, are you?” Bannon bit his bottom lip again and peered over at Blaise from under his red bangs. “You remember what Father threatened last time, don’t you?”

Bloody black hole! He’d forgotten about that. Last month when Bannon tossed his dance card across the ballroom floor at the Earl of Baxter’s ball and made several of the dancers fall, Father had threatened to send Bannon to rusticate in the country. Blaise might want to strangle his brother at the moment, but he did love him. He tapped his fingers on his arm, trying to come up with a plan—and fast.

“I’ve got it!” Louisa stopped and turned toward them, putting herself between them and the mouth of the alley. “We’ll say that something fell on Blaise and knocked him unconscious.”

“What? A hat?” Blaise’s lips twitched. “A hat fell on my head and knocked me senseless? And just how did the hat fall?”

Louisa deflated and turned back to the alley entrance.

Bannon giggled. “It was a very heavy hat teetering on the edge, and gravity is a bitch.”

Blaise elbowed him in the ribs.

“How about we don’t mention the haberdashery at all.” He didn’t want his brother to be sent away, and he certainly didn’t relish telling his parents that he’d practically sat in someone’s lap. A shiver snaked through him at the memory of the solid strength behind him and the warm breath that caressed his ear. “Did anyone else see us? Someone other than the proprietor and the... man?” Forget that he hadn’t been able to breathe at the time; the ton would flay him alive for leaning against the other man.

Louisa shook her head. “I don’t believe so.”

Bannon, who’d gone back to studying their surroundings, jerked his head back toward Blaise, and his eyes widened. A slow smile oozed onto his face.

That did not bode well. He must have seen someone else or....

“And I was beginning to wonder if you were heterosexual.”

What? Blaise had expected something, but not that. He stopped walking. After living with Bannon his entire life, he should be used to the way his brain bounced from one subject to the next, but apparently not. “What does that have to do with—”

“You just glowed, and your voice got all wistful when you said the man.”

How in the world did one glow? “Don’t be ridiculous. I did not. And how do you know what wistful sounds like?”

“You definitely glowed,” Louisa chimed in.

Blaise glared at her. That was the trouble with consorting with a couple of artists; they were extremely observant. Blast it all. He motioned for them to get moving.

“If someone saw you, you can say that something fell on you—”

A person could get whiplash from all the subject changes around these two. “Like a hat?” Blaise interrupted.

Louisa continued as if he hadn’t spoken, but at least she was walking, “—and the man rushed around to rescue you. It sounds more romantic than him crashing into you.”

“That is not romantic.” Unless one accounted for the breathlessly whispered “sweetheart
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