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January 26, 4811: Planet Englor

A glade outside Hawthorne Proper in the country of Moreal

A dried, crumpled leaf blew across the toe of his shiny black boot as he lifted his right foot. Nate should have stayed home—honor be damned. The situation was all a misunderstanding, an accident. Now he would pay dearly for it. He was going to die.

“Six.”

Nate swallowed hard and drew a deep breath as he took his sixth step. The crisp morning breeze ruffled his hair, blowing an overlong lock of dark brown into his eyes. He blinked and shook his head to dislodge it, then wished he hadn’t. His head still ached from the heavy imbibing he’d indulged in the night before. If by some miracle he got out of this alive, he’d never drink again.

“Seven.” Lord White’s voice sounded exceedingly harsh over the rustle of leaves and a neighing horse. Then again, maybe the circumstances made it sound that way with the serenity of the glade as a contrast.

With his mind dazed and his body on autopilot, Nate continued forward, peering over the horizon, past the bare trees, to where the sun began to light the sky with its morning blush. When was the last time he’d been up early enough to see the sunrise? He couldn’t remember, but knowing this might be the last time, his carefree existence as the oldest son of the Duke of Hawthorne suddenly seemed worthless.

Someone at the edge of the clearing coughed as Lord White’s voice rang out.

“Eight.”

Nate advanced a pace. Why had he ever thought he could reason with the viscount? Daniel Bradford, Viscount Hargrove and heir of the Marquess of Oxley, had always been a hothead. Despite the fact their fathers were the dearest of friends and Nate had known Hargrove practically since birth, there had never been any love lost between them. As children they’d been rivals, but as adults they merely ignored each other—until last night. Last night, they’d become bitter enemies.

“Nine.”

Closing his eyes, Nate planted one foot in front of the other. The ancient Terran gun felt heavy in his hand. He didn’t want to do this. The accusation that had brought him here was false, but his alibi was just as damning. Everything in him screamed to run from the field and flee. He’d be called a coward, but at least he’d live another twenty years.

“Ten. Fire!”

Nate turned, knowing exactly what he had to do. He could not kill Hargrove. If by some miracle Nate lived, his father would surely disown him. He might be a wastrel, but he adored his father, and disappointing him was the worst fate Nate could suffer, more horrible than even death. He aimed over Hargrove’s left shoulder.

The sound of gunfire erupted, and a searing pain blossomed in his side. Flinching from the agony, his finger jerked the trigger.

Hargrove’s blue eyes widened, his mouth dropped open, and he stared at his chest where a red stain spread across the tan brocade waistcoat. He looked back at Nate, his face pasty white, and crumpled to the ground like a rag doll.

A loud feminine scream tore through the air. Miss Victoria Evans, Hargrove’s fiancée, ran onto the field and flung herself over the viscount.

Oh galaxy, what have I done? Nate stood perfectly still, watching for any movement from his opponent.

Someone rushed toward Nate. “Star dust, Nate.”

Jared.

Nate was vaguely aware of the hustle and bustle around him as he let the gun slip from his numb hand. It hit the dead grass with a soft thud. Staring at Hargrove’s lifeless body, partially covered by Victoria’s blue riding habit, he willed the man to get up, but that wasn’t to be.

A flock of people crowded around the viscount, partially blocking the view, but the sobbing and sounds of disorder continued.

Fingers prodded his side, making the dull twinge flare into sharp pain. He hissed out a breath and glanced down at Jared’s dark head. Why was his younger brother here?

Perched on his knees, Jared examined Nate’s side. “It’s only a flesh wound.” He rose and moved in front of Nate. “We have to get out of here.” He clasped Nate’s shoulders and shook him. “Nate, are you listening to me?”

Nate tore his gaze away from Jared’s worried brown eyes and looked past his shoulder. Hargrove couldn’t be dead. He couldn’t. Nate hadn’t meant to kill the viscount. He was the one who was supposed to die.

The physician stood over Hargrove, shaking his head as Victoria sobbed harder, raking her hand through Hargrove’s blond hair, begging him to respond. Even Lord White had waddled his portly body over to stand by the downed man.

“Nate.” Jared shook him harder.

Touching his injury, Nate winced at the pain. What was he to do now? He yanked his hand away from the sticky mess and brought it up between him and Jared. Dark red coated his fingertips and dripped down his hand.

“Dammit, Nathaniel.” Jared slapped him, jerking Nate’s head to the side and nearly knocking him off-balance. “Get it together. We have to go.”

The sting snapped Nate from his daze. Jared was right. Dueling happened quite a bit, but it was illegal. No one would say a word unless the authorities happened along, and then they would all be incarcerated. Which was no less than he deserved.

“Did you ride your horse, or did you come in one of the lifts?” Jared asked, tugging him toward the horses. Right past the tree line, horse-drawn coaches and the Low In-Flight Transports hovered above the ground just off the road.

“I took a lift.” Nate freed himself from Jared’s grip as they cleared the trees. “What are you doing here, Jared?” Nate knew for a fact his brother had not been in the glade when he’d started pacing off. He’d purposely come to the duel alone, not even bringing a second.

Nabil, Jared’s horse, stood several yards away from the lift bearing their family crest. As Nate and Jared approached, the gelding pranced toward them, sensing their unease and the need for urgency.

Jared tilted his boyish face in defiance as he walked to the lift. “Open door. Steps down.” The door slid into the doorframe, and steps descended from the side of the vehicle. “I came to watch your back, brother mine. I woke and you were gone. You should’ve told me you planned to go through with this. I barely made it here in time.” Jared motioned toward the carriage, then nudged Nate in that direction.

After Nate got in, Jared barked out, “Steps up.”

The stairs disappeared into the side of the black metal conveyance, and Nate braced his hands on the doorframe. For the first time, he noticed Jared wore the same black knee britches as the night before. He was without a morning coat, waistcoat, and cravat, and his pale blue shirt had one sleeve rolled above his forearm. Even his shoulder-length dark brown hair hung loose, as though he hadn’t even run a comb through it, and his jaw was shadowed with stubble. By the looks of it, Jared had rolled out of bed, with no assistance from his valet, and onto his horse to follow Nate.

Feeling anesthetized from head to toe, Nate said, “I wasn’t going to go through with the duel. I came to talk Hargrove out of it, but he wouldn’t listen.” Staring out the lift door toward the trees, he tried to see through the dried brush as his stomach dropped to his feet, feeling the full impact of what he’d done—however inadvertently. He’d killed a man.

“I’m sorry.” Jared’s voice was so quiet Nate barely heard him.

“So am I,” he whispered back, giving his only sibling a sad smile. “Let’s go home, little brother.”

Jared nodded and climbed into the saddle. After trotting off the grass and onto the road, he rode at a fast clip in the direction of Hawthorne.

Nate looked back at the clearing one last time, then closed his eyes, knowing his life would never be the same. Closing the door, he set a course toward home and his father’s censure.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter One



[image: image]


November 5, 4829: Planet Regelence

Townsend Castle in Classige, Pruluce (the ruling country of Regelence)

An ear-piercing screech echoed through the castle, followed by the slap of bare feet on marble floor. The sound of skin hitting the polished stone in the entryway suddenly muted into a soft thud and Aiden looked up from his sketchscreen.

Muffin, his oldest brother’s ward, barreled through the door of the parlor, naked and dripping wet. Her shoulder-length red hair was plastered to her freckled face and around her neck and shoulders. She ran as fast as her short thin legs would carry her, trailing water on the blue carpet and looking over her shoulder. Barely sparing Aiden a glance, she dove under the chaise he reclined on.

It must be bath time. He bit his bottom lip to keep from laughing. After saving his latest painting, he put the stylus in its holder on the side of the screen and set it aside. Leaning over the edge of the chaise, he lifted the gold damask ruffle and focused on a pair of blinking, wide blue eyes.

Muffin brought her tiny finger to her pursed lips as rivulets of water ran over her rosy cheeks. “Shhh... I’ll owe you, Aid’n.”

Dropping the fabric, Aiden sat back up, still fighting off his mirth. The four-year-old hadn’t figured out that Jeffers, the castle computer, knew everything that happened under its roof. Doubtlessly, Nurse Christy would ask Jeffers to pinpoint Muffin, but Aiden decided to take pity on the waterlogged sprite. Sure she needed her bath, but rebelling now and again kept things interesting. “Jeffers?”

“Yes, Your Highness?” the disembodied baritone asked.

“You have not seen Lady Muffin.”

“Your Highness, you know I’m not allowed to lie to castle guardians and chaperones on your behalf, including Lady Muffin’s nurse.”

Aiden sighed. He did know, darn it. Inside the castle and on its immediate lawn were the only places he and his siblings were allowed without a chaperone. Which was why they had to resort to trickery to get any time by themselves. Speaking of alone time.... He glanced at the clock on the mantel above the white marble fireplace—9:12 a.m. Three minutes until Payton shut down Jeffers, assuming Payton could circumvent Jeffers’s cameras, the other castle servants, the Royal Guards, and a security system to get to the access panel in the basement. The last time Payton flipped Jeffers’s switch, their parents responded by implementing more defense measures. “Fine, let me rephrase that. You do not see Lady Muffin. She is hiding somewhere in the house.”

“That is true, Your Highness. My cameras cannot see under the chaise, although my heat sensors tell me she is there. I will tell Nurse Christy thus.”

Aiden snorted. Jeffers would probably word his response to Christy exactly like that. Not that it mattered, because Christy could easily follow the water trail to her missing charge. But it would give the little rascal a chance to assert her independence and cause chaos in which he could escape. As long as Christy wasn’t in the parlor at the time Aiden had to make his getaway.

A loud clacking of heels clipped down the hall outside the parlor. Aiden held his breath until the footsteps moved on past. He glanced at the clock again—9:14 a.m.—then out the open parlor door. “Jeffers, close the parlor door. I’d like privacy, please. Also, close all cameras, heat sensors, and microphones in this room until further notice.”

The blue-curtained french door closed with a snick. “Yes, Your Highness.”

Aiden hopped off his seat and looked under the chaise, debating for several seconds on whether to tell Muffin about the scheme he, Payton, Colton, and Tarren had concocted. He didn’t want to chance the imp going outside and getting hurt, but even she should be able to take advantage of the rare freedom. Knowing her, she’d likely use her stolen minutes of independence to sneak into the kitchen and get some sweets. “Muffin, Payton is turning off The Spy today. Promise me you won’t go outside?”

Her damp head bobbed and a bright smile lit her cheeks. “Promise.”

“And no telling Rexley.”

Again she nodded. “’Kay.”

Whew. Muffin told Rexley everything, and what his oldest brother knew, their parents knew. Rexley was heir to the throne and probably pictured in the dictionary under responsible. If he got word of Tarren cajoling Payton into shutting Jeffers off, Rexley would be honor bound to go straight to their father and sire.

Aiden dropped the concealing material and gathered the fourteen-by-eighteen-inch sketchscreen he’d brought with him for his afternoon of freedom. He’d considered bringing a traditional sketchbook and some charcoal, but with the sketchscreen, he could do more things. He could alter his renderings any way he wished, and he had the ability to delete, whereas with the conventional means, he eventually ran out of paper.

He glanced at the fireplace. The mantel clock read 9:15 a.m. “Jeffers?”

There was no answer.

“Jeffers? Are you there?”

Still the computer didn’t respond.

Yes. Payton had done it. In all of Aiden’s nineteen years, he’d never known Jeffers not to respond after the first call. Even after asking for privacy, speaking the computer’s name would bring him back into the room.

The french door opened and shut.

No. He was so close. Aiden spun around, expecting to find Christy, and breathed a sigh of relief when he saw Colton leaning against the door.

His brother clasped one large hand to his muscular chest and ran the other through his short black hair. Predictably, he was dressed for riding in buckskin pants and his favorite brown riding boots. “That was close. Muffin escaped from her bath when Christy turned her back and now Christy and Cony are looking for her.”

Muffin’s head popped out from under the gold damask. “Cony?”

Colton started, but then the corner of his mouth turned up. “Yup, Cony finished his meeting early, and Christy intercepted him on the way to his study.”

“Dust.” Aiden’s shoulders slumped. If their sire was out and about in the halls, they’d never make it past him, because their parent was a very astute man. He probably already realized Jeffers was out of commission. Which meant at any moment, not only their parents, but guards, would be swarming the place. “We have to hurry, Colton.”

Colton nodded. “Exactly what I was thinking.” Turning toward the door, he lifted the edge of the curtain and peeked out.

Walking up behind him, Aiden tried to see over Colton’s towering form without luck. Colton was the tallest of his brothers, and he’d inherited Father’s muscular physique. Aiden, even though nearly a year older than Colton, was the shortest of his siblings­­—except maybe Payton—but at least he’d inherited Father’s broad shoulders too. “Well? Is Cony out the—”

Colton jumped away from the door, his sherry-colored eyes wide. “Come on. Now Father is there too. We’ll have to go out the window.” He shooed Aiden to the front of the room.

“Father too?” Muffin asked.

Hurrying to the window, Colton knocked the heavy velvet drapes aside and got tangled in the gold gauzy panels underneath. “Yes, Muffin. Father is, at this moment, on his way into the breakfast room.”

Great. The breakfast room was across from them. Aiden set his sketchscreen down to hold the curtains out of the way before Colton tore them down and they got in trouble for that too. “Where are you going?”

Unlatching the wood frames of the window, Colton pushed the panes open. “Riding. Where else?” That figured. Colton would spend his entire day on horseback if he were allowed.

“I meant, where are you going riding?”

“I’m going—”

The door opened.

Aiden let go of the curtains and dropped to his stomach. Only a second later, Colton dove to the ground next to him.

The door shut, and the sound of panting followed.

Dust. So close yet so far. They were behind the sofa, which had mahogany legs and an eagle’s claw-foot, with an eight-inch gap between the bottom of the beige material and the floor. Anyone who bothered to look would see them. If it were Cony and Father, he and Colton were caught for sure.

Aiden tried to see under the love seat, but the chaise blocked the view of the door. Catching Colton’s gaze, Aiden tipped his head, indicating his brother should peek and see who was in the room with them. Colton was on the other side and could peer around the edge.

Shaking his head, Colton mouthed the word, “You.”

The big coward. If you want something done.... Aiden belly-crawled to the edge of the sofa, but before he could glance around it, Muffin said, “Hi, Payton,” and scrambled from under the chaise.

Payton? Aiden glanced around the side of the love seat. Sure enough, his second-oldest brother hurried farther into the room, catching Muffin as she leaped at him.

Payton’s gaze landed on the open window, and his brow scrunched. Looking down, he spotted Aiden. “Wha—”

Colton stood. “Payton, what are you doing here?”

Payton rolled his eyes, then glared at Colton. “Running for my life. What are you doing here? I sacrifice myself so you can get out, and you’re still here?” Frowning, he arranged Muffin in his arms and rushed to the window. “Muffin, you’re naked.”

She giggled and nodded.

“And you’re wet.” Payton wiped his hand on his pants and moved the curtain aside. “Why is she wet?”

“Bath time,” Aiden, Muffin, and Colton answered together. Only Muffin said it more like “Baff time.”

Groaning, Payton peeked out the window. “I forgot about that. Bad planning all the way around. I’m going to throttle Tarren.” He set Muffin down, did another quick surveillance outside, and climbed out of the room. Reaching back inside, he snagged Muffin. Once he got the little girl settled onto his hip again, he motioned to Aiden and Colton. “Come on. I don’t see any guards outside yet, and we have mere seconds before our father and sire come in here. They’re going room to room.”

Aiden grabbed his sketchscreen while Colton disappeared through the billowing gold fabric and midnight blue brocade. Once outside, he reached back in, offering to hold Aiden’s screen while Aiden climbed out.

After taking his screen back from Colton, the three of them and Muffin snuck around the perimeter of the castle. Colton took the lead, leaving Payton and Muffin to bring up the rear. If they could make it around back, the hedges and rosebushes in the formal garden would conceal them as they made their way to the stables.

“Psst.” Payton tapped Aiden’s shoulder. “Give me your cravat.”

“What?” Aiden turned to his older sibling. Payton had on a navy morning coat, a pale blue waistcoat over a snowy white shirt and neckcloth. “Why?”

“So I can fashion some sort of cover for Muffin. I can’t walk around with her naked.”

Aiden didn’t see why not; she was a little girl. It might not be acceptable for her to go unclothed, but it would look much worse for Aiden to go around disheveled. Not that he particularly cared, but Father would have his hide if he caused a scandal. Aiden nearly scoffed at the thought. How many times had he heard and discarded the rules of propriety? Just going out unchaperoned would result in a scandal if he were caught. “Fine. Colton, hold this.” Handing off his screen to his brother, Aiden untied his cravat and tossed it to Payton.

“Thank you. Now take her so I can take off my own.” Payton passed the naked sprite to Aiden and proceeded to unknot his cravat.

Grabbing Aiden’s cheeks with her chubby little hands, Muffin planted a big sloppy kiss right on his lips. “I like to play outside.”

“Would you three hurry?” Colton hissed over his shoulder, already several yards ahead of them.

They jogged to catch up, with Muffin clinging to Aiden’s neck and Payton stripping as he followed. When they made it to the side of the garden, directly across from the stables and carriage house, they stopped for a breath, and Aiden set Muffin on her feet.

Payton wrapped the neckcloths around her, fashioning a sort of toga. It was an interesting ensemble, but Muffin didn’t seem to mind.

She preened for them. “Is it pretty?”

Aiden chuckled. “Yes, Muffin, you’re pretty.”

Groaning, Colton handed Aiden his sketchscreen. “Rexley will throttle all of us if he sees her dressed like that.”

“Well, it’s certainly better than her going in the buff,” Payton said, and he picked Muffin back up.

“I suppose that’s true.” Looking back toward the castle, Colton cocked his head to the side. “Now we have to sneak to the stables. I need to get Apollo if I’m going to ride to the creek.”

“Why are you wasting your free time riding by the creek?” Aiden asked. “You can do that with a chaperone.”

Grinning, Colton raised a brow. “Yes, but if I run into Wentworth on his day off with a chaperone, I can’t—”

Payton started shaking his head before Colton ever finished his sentence. “No. You are not to go near Lord Wentworth without a chaperone. Sebastian Hastings may be the head of the Royal Guards, but he’s a widower and single, not to mention a known rake. You’ll be compromised. Then what? Father and Cony will blame me because I shut off The Spy.”

Aiden nodded his agreement. Payton would be in as much trouble as Colton, but Colton would be forced into a nuptial ceremony with Wentworth. Knowing Colton, that was probably his goal. Unlike Aiden and Payton, Colton actually enjoyed being out in society and seeking a consort. “You’ll get us all caught! Wentworth will just bring you right back here,” Aiden warned. “Come on.” He nudged Colton. “I want to get one of the lifts and go to the docks before someone catches us. I’ve been dying to sketch the hydro-space freighters and the water ships.” Brothers really were such a pain sometimes.

––––––––
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The docks were busy and loud, booming with life, unlike anything Aiden had ever seen. He’d been with his sire and his father to the space docks on the Regelence Space Station. He’d even been on the customs pier of the space docks, but it was nothing like this. On the customs pier, it was rare to see cargo moved off a ship. Usually an inspector boarded, examined the contents, and left, clearing the freighter for travel in the Regelence star system.

Here on the docks at the Bay of Pruluce, sailors busily distributed their freight to different ships for delivery. Large shiny space freighters hovered over the docks where their cargo was lowered. Once on the ground, the goods were transferred, some to hover trucks and trailers for land distribution and others to the water ships for allocation to other countries on Regelence. Some of the ships, the cargo hydro-space crafts, could be used for water travel or space travel. They had an open deck on top used for sailing and a massive enclosed hull for space travel. No matter the ship, it was all very fascinating, and so was watching the people hurrying about them.

The country of Pruluce was a contrast, a mixture of old and new. The people and buildings looked much like they would have in Earth’s eighteen hundreds, but most of the vehicles were top-of-the-line new technology. For an artist the scene was a veritable dream come true, with its variety of textures, colors, and shapes.

Captivating as the port was, the stench of fish and rot permeated the air, making Aiden glad he’d picked a spot overlooking the docks. If the odor was this strong from thirty feet away, it was probably suffocating near the water. On the hill, the grass was soft beneath his stomach—his preferred working position—and he could still enjoy the experience. Rarely did a young lord get the opportunity to see the core of Regelence’s interplanetary commerce. Until Aiden was twenty-five years of age, this would likely be the only time he’d witness it. Therefore, he was determined to capture it. The more settings an artist could portray, the better, and he was nothing if not committed to his art.

Shifting his attention away from the scene below and back to his sketch, he frowned. He’d already used half the memory on his screen rendering several of the cargo hydro-space crafts, and now he was trying to perfect the water propulsion system under the water ships. The technology made the ships much faster and more efficient than the regular boats used for pleasure, but not nearly as easy to depict. Draw what you see, Aiden, not what you think you see. The thing was, he wasn’t sure what he saw—the water was constantly in motion, going up into the hovering vessels, then back down into the ocean.

He’d mastered portraits, landscapes, still lifes, and even architecture, but some of the technology gave him fits. He closed his eyes and tried to picture it in his head, really see it. He could picture it. Now, if he could only render it.

“Oi there. Wotcher doin’ ’ere, boy?”

Startled, Aiden opened his eyes.

Three men clambered up the small incline toward him. They were a fierce-looking threesome. One was tall with short blond hair and broad shoulders, another was short and pudgy, and the last was somewhere in between. Their loose black tunics and formfitting uniform pants proclaimed them sailors.

Aiden’s stomach churned with apprehension. He couldn’t imagine what they wanted with him. Maybe it was his overactive artist’s imagination, but the word pirate grabbed hold of his brain and wouldn’t let go. Of course, it was ridiculous. Pirates wouldn’t be in port with all the legitimate sailors. Would they? Aiden dropped his stylus and scrambled to his feet.

The men came to a halt, staring at him. The tallest man might even be considered handsome if not for the surly expression. The middle one was downright scary-looking, with his bumpy bald head, beady eyes, and hawklike nose.

The shortest one—with greasy brown hair and a scraggly beard—glowered at Aiden. “I asked wot ye were doin’ ’ere, boy?”

“I—” Aiden stood his ground. The scowling looks on these men’s faces hinted at trouble. He might not care much for society’s dictates, but he certainly didn’t want to be murdered or kidnapped because he’d disregarded them, and he really didn’t want to fight if he didn’t have to. Maybe if they thought he had a chaperone with him.... Clearing his throat, he jerked his head toward the lift he’d appropriated for his trip. “My chaperone brought me here so I could draw the ships, not that it’s any of your business.”

Spying the sketchscreen, the blond man frowned. He bent and snatched the screen from the ground, then used the buttons on the side to flip pages.

“Hey, give that back.” Aiden grabbed for his screen, but the swine jerked it from his reach.

“Go check the carriage. I’m bettin’ the wee lordlin’ is alone.” The blond’s gaze traced over Aiden’s frame, and a nasty smile curved his lips. “My, yer a pretty wee fin’. I fink we’ll take ye wiv us.”

Aiden’s stomach dropped to his feet. He could either stay and fight or make a break for it. He’d never been bad at self-defense and weapons training, but they’d never been his strong points either. He was more of a strategist, a fight-with-your-mind type. The deciding factor was the weight difference. The three sailors were much bigger. Which hopefully meant he was faster than them. Aiden was no idiot; the odds were clearly in their favor. He bolted, running past the heavy man.

His eyes locked on to the open door of the black metal vehicle, narrowing to tunnel vision. Nothing mattered but getting inside. The lift had been programmed to respond to his family’s voices and their servants—no one else could use it. It alone was his haven out here on his own. He dove in without using the steps.

Before he could pull his feet inside and order the door closed, someone grabbed his ankles.

A maniacal laugh echoed through the lift as Aiden was dragged from it.

He kicked at his assailant while trying to catch ahold of something... anything. When nothing came within grabbing distance, Aiden spread his arms out and caught each side of the doorframe while continuing to lash out with his feet. There was a grunt when his foot connected. Then an arm wrapped around his calves, forcing his legs tight together so he could no longer kick. Bloody black hole.

“Come now, pretty, don’t ye want ter play wiv us? Ye ’ave no care for society’s rules, or ye would not ’ave come ’ere by yorself. Didn’t anybody tell ye the bleedin’ docks are no place for yung innocents?”

It was the tall blond thug who had him. Aiden recognized the voice. Wonderful. The other ruffians had more weight, but this man looked to be stronger and probably had more endurance than the others.

A hand groped Aiden’s arse, making him freeze for an instant. Good galaxy, no one had ever dared to take such liberties. So much for not fighting.

“Ye’ve been caught. Give it up and come along nice and quiet-like before ye ’urt yorself,” the tall sailor said.

Was it his imagination or did the thug sound tired? Sweat dripped into Aiden’s eyes, and very ungentlemanly grunts left his lips. His teeth clenched together so tightly his jaw hurt, but he would not go down without a fight.

“Henri, Russell, get over ’ere and ’elp me,” Aiden’s captor rumbled.

Another set of arms wrapped around his belly, and Aiden let go of the doorframe. “Let me go!” He made a fist and swung behind him, clipping the man on the ear.

Bellowing in agony, the man clutched the side of his head and released Aiden’s middle.

Aiden braced for impact with the ground, catching himself on his hands. The jolt sent a stinging twinge through his wrists, but it didn’t slow him down. Once his hands were planted on the grass, he used the surprise to his advantage and jerked his knees into his chest and immediately out again.

The other thug flew backward and fell to the grass with Aiden.

Aiden rolled over and bolted into a sitting position. As hard as he could, he brought his hands together and cuffed the blond’s ears.

Still the man didn’t release his hold. He bellowed, “Henri.”

Aiden leaped to his feet and got into a fighting stance.

A deep steady voice behind him asked, “Would you like to explain what you think you are doing with my son, or shall I just run you through?”

Cony? Aiden froze and turned around. His sire was here? He brushed the black curls from his eyes and peered at his savior.

Raleigh Townsend stood with the tip of his sword under the bearded man’s chin. Cony studied Aiden before relief registered on his face, and then he glared at the three men. “Aiden, go gather your things.” Cony dipped his head toward the sketchscreen.

Aiden hurried past the men, who were scurrying like crabs out of Cony’s reach. After grabbing his sketchscreen, Aiden ran back to his sire’s side.

Cony clipped the blond on the side of the head with the flat of his blade, then pointed the tip toward the other two. Stomping his foot at them, he yelled, “Get!”

The men swiftly obeyed, running down the hill and toward the docks.

Watching them leave, Cony shook his head. “If it wouldn’t stain your reputation with investigations and trials, I’d have dispatched them.” He lowered his sword and turned his attention to Aiden. “What in the bloody hell were you thinking?”

“I—”

“Get in the carriage, Aiden.” Cony grabbed Aiden by the back of his neck and led him to the lift. A second lift sat next to the one Aiden had borrowed. Which was probably why Aiden hadn’t been aware of his sire’s arrival; the carriages were remarkably silent.

After sending one carriage home, Cony motioned for Aiden to precede him into the other. Aiden climbed inside, and only then did fear set in. He could have been in some serious trouble if Cony hadn’t come along.

Cony entered the carriage and ordered it back to the castle as he put his sword in its scabbard. He tossed it on the seat across from them and sat, crossed his long legs in front of him, and leaned back against the burgundy leather seat. He stayed motionless for several minutes.

Biting his bottom lip, Aiden watched his sire. The confines of the family coach were comforting in its familiarity. Now, if he could only stop the jittery feeling in his stomach.

Cony’s jaw clenched, and he closed his eyes, letting out a sigh. Running his hands over his face, he sat forward and rested his elbows on his knees. Turning his head, he faced Aiden. He took a deep breath and let it out. “You could have been kidnapped, raped, or galaxy forbid, murdered, Aiden.” Cony stared at him for several seconds, then ruffled his hair and pulled him into a hug. “What am I going to do with you? With all of you.... You and your brothers are going to be the death of me, I swear it.”

Leaning into Cony’s touch, Aiden gave thanks that he was alive. Finally his heart slowed back to normal, and the jittery feeling lessened. He hadn’t thought of the consequences. He’d only wanted to get away. No one would take him to the docks, so he took himself.

Pulling out of his sire’s embrace, he shrugged, trying to act normal and not let Cony know how much the near mishap bothered him. “You should probably lock Colton and Tarren up and throw away the key. Rexley is too responsible to be a problem, and Payton needs a challenge. He’s too smart by half. Me? Send me to art school? Allow me to seek an apprenticeship?”

Cony stared at him, blinking twice, before bursting into laughter. Groaning, he pinched the bridge of his straight, narrow nose and leaned back in his seat, closing his eyes.

Aiden tried not to let the abrupt silence bother him. Either Cony would punish him or he wouldn’t. The important thing was that he was still around to be punished.

They rode the rest of the way home in silence, Aiden toggling through the great sketches he’d gotten, and Cony staring out the window. The coach stopped when they reached the front of the castle.

Tucking his screen under his arm, Aiden stood.

Cony caught his arm and turned him before he could exit the lift. “I understand, Aiden. I really do. I was young once too.”

Aiden nodded, not knowing what to say. He didn’t doubt the sincerity in his sire’s statement. But it didn’t change the fact that Aiden was determined to be an artist and he needed different subjects to gain more experience.

Cony chuckled and cuffed his shoulder. “Stop fretting, son. I’m not going to beat you. But rest assured we will discuss this with your father.”

A lecture. Aiden groaned but managed not to roll his eyes. He was thankful he’d made it through the ordeal. He almost welcomed the sermon.

“In fact I left him stewing in the study.” Cony pushed past him and stepped out of the carriage.

Great. Aiden dismissed the coach and followed.

The front door opened before they reached it. Which wasn’t unusual, since Jeffers was probably operational again. But instead of Jeffers, they were greeted by the underbutler, Thomas.

His face was red, gray hair bedraggled, and his burgundy uniform disheveled, which was highly irregular. Thomas was normally more uptight than Jeffers. Obviously, he’d taken up the slack when Jeffers was offline. He took a deep breath and stood aside. “Jeffers is rebooting. I’ve been asked to inform you that His Majesty is waiting for you both in the study.” Thomas held out his hand. “May I have your sketchscreen and have it taken to your chambers for you, Your Highness?”

Nodding, Aiden handed over his screen. “Thank you, Thomas.”

Thomas bowed.

Aiden’s stomach plummeted as he noticed a couple of the Royal Guards going from room to room. One even stopped to glare at Aiden.

He winced and followed his sire into the study.

Father was waiting for them behind the desk with his hands folded on top of the huge wood surface and his brow furrowed. First he gazed at Cony, then at Aiden. The tension melted from his shoulders. “Have a seat, Aiden.” He glanced at Cony. “Well?”

Aiden sat on the love seat perpendicular to the big desk.

“He was at the docks as Muffin said.” Perching himself on the corner of the desk, Cony angled to see both his consort and son.

Father groaned and put his head in his hands. “Aiden.”

Cony frowned, shaking his head. “Oh, but that’s not the worst of it, Steven.” He looked at Aiden. “Tell him what happened, son.”

Father’s head shot up, eyes wide, glancing at Cony, then Aiden.

Aiden prepared himself for the inevitable and told his father about the three men. After he relayed the story, he sat back and waited for the outburst to come. It never did.

Leaning back in his chair, Father stayed quiet for several moments. His chest rose and fell with deep movements, and he rubbed the heels of his hands into his eyes. Finally he dropped his hands. “You could have been killed. What if your sire hadn’t gotten there in time?” He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the desk. “Aiden, this has got to stop.”

Here comes the punishment. “Yes, sir. We shouldn’t have turned Jeffers off again.”

Father heaved a sigh and exchanged a glance with Cony before returning his attention to Aiden. “I’m not talking about the sneaking out and meddling with Jeffers. That is a whole other situation. Which, rest assured, you will all be punished for. I’m talking about your obliviousness when you get into your art. You didn’t even see the men until they were right on you, did you?”

“No, sir.” Aiden shook his head.

“Aiden, you need to get your head out of the clouds. Have you even looked at available men this season? Just today I received a request for your hand.”

Aiden’s stomach flip-flopped. They’d been through this before, and his parents had promised never to give consent without having Aiden’s permission first, but it still unsettled him to hear of a proposal. “From who this time?”

“Whom,” Cony corrected.

“From whom this time?” Aiden automatically rectified his mistake.

Having witnessed countless grammar lessons, Father never batted a lash. “Lord Braxton.”

Aiden groaned. Braxton would expect him to be a societal and political paragon and further Braxton’s own political agenda—he’d practically said as much the other night. Aiden had tried to get across to Braxton that he wasn’t interested, telling the man point-blank how important his art was, but apparently the man couldn’t take a hint. “You refused him, I hope.”

“I told him I’d consider it after speaking to you.”

“I don’t want a consort.”

“Whyever not?” Cony asked. “Braxton is a good catch. He’s wealthy, connected, strong....”

“And handsome,” Father added.

Cony frowned, reaching across the desk to flick his spouse’s ear.

“Ow.” Father slapped at Cony’s hand. “What? He is.”

“He’s very influential in Parliament, and he comes from a long line of not only Regelence Navy officers, but IN officers as well,” Cony continued.

Aiden suppressed a grimace. If he could find someone as well suited to him as his parents were to each other, he might consider it. But Braxton wasn’t that man, even if he was handsome, with his tall, lean frame and his prematurely silver hair. “I want to be an artist. And Braxton is too”—Aiden waved his hand—“overbearing.” The last thing Aiden wanted or needed in his life was someone telling him what to do.

Cony nodded his agreement. “Yes, the man does seem a bit dictatorial.” He gazed at Father. “That can be troublesome.”

Father scoffed. “I’m not domineering, Raleigh.” He looked back at Aiden. “You need to take a consort some time.”

“Why? I want to paint and draw. I want a career in art, not helping some lord manage his estate, decide what investments to make, and further his political career.” Aiden dropped his gaze to his lap and wrung his hands, feeling dejected. How could he make them understand?

Cony pushed off the desk, knelt in front of him, and took his hands. “Don’t you want a family of your own?”

Aiden shrugged. He had a family, one that he loved. Most of the time, he even enjoyed being around them. Why did everyone think a man needed a consort and children to make him complete? He didn’t want to be some trophy because of who his parents were.

Father stood and walked around the desk, then leaned on it a mere foot from Aiden. “We want you to be happy, son. And we want you to be safe, to know you’re taken care of. It seems every time in the past year you’ve gone off to draw somewhere, you’ve gotten yourself into a situation. The last two weeks alone, you’ve nearly been trampled by a herd of cattle, almost fallen off a cliff, and stung by bees.”

It was only a handful of cows, and they’d completely missed him, except for the one that stepped on his foot. How was he supposed to know Tarren’s dogs were going to chase a cat through the field behind them? And he’d been in no danger of falling off that cliff, even if he had skidded over it chasing his stylus. He’d merely been stuck on the outcropping until Jeffers notified someone. He’d gotten some great compositions of the creek from up there. And the bees, well, in the future he’d make certain the next tree he decided to climb had no hives. It had all been worth it, though. He’d captured several nice pieces for his portfolio.

“You must take a consort. It is the way of things. You will need a family of your own. Eventually your brothers will all have their own families, and your sire and I won’t be here forever,” Father said.

Aiden rolled his eyes. In their early forties, his parents were a long way from the grave. And by the time his brothers had children and spouses, Aiden would be well on his way to being a master artist. “Why can’t I stay here until I’m ready to be on my own?”

Pinching the bridge of his nose, Father closed his eyes. “You’re the son of a king, not a common man. We find a suitable spouse. We have families. We lead the country. We don’t do middle-class labor.”

“But that’s just it, Father. I am the son of a king. I should be able to do as I please. I don’t care about a career in politics or the military or any of that.” He didn’t want the responsibility.

The room fell deathly silent for several minutes while Aiden pleaded with his eyes. Finally Cony stood. Nodding like he’d come to a decision, he turned to Father. “Being a consort isn’t for everyone, Steven.”

“Raleigh, do you want him to grow old alone?” Father stepped forward, brushing back Aiden’s hair with one hand and reaching for Cony’s hand with the other. “I only want him to be happy. You didn’t want to be my consort, but would you go back now?”

Grabbing Father’s hand, Cony shook his head. “You know I wouldn’t, but you allowed me to be myself and work. It was never about aligning yourself with my family or furthering your political career. That can’t be said for a lot of other lords.”

Work? Cony didn’t work. Well, that wasn’t exactly true. He was technically the head of the Regelence Navy. He also helped Father with national and planetary government and diplomacy.

Father nodded. “You’re right. You’re both right.” Lifting Aiden’s chin, he made Aiden meet his gaze. “I’ll make you a deal, Aiden.”

“A deal, Father?” Aiden cut his eyes to Cony.

Cony gave a slight shrug, but he smiled. Dropping Father’s hand, he took a seat next to Aiden.

Father looked at Cony. His lip twitched, and then his face hardened, and he bent to stare Aiden in the eye. “You keep out of trouble—and I mean no incidents at all—and I’ll hire you an art teacher.” He shook his head when Aiden opened his mouth to speak. “My main problem—your safety—has not changed. I love you, son, and don’t want anything to happen to you. If you can keep out of trouble for three whole months, I’ll hire a teacher to come here and teach you. And on your twenty-fifth birthday, I’ll settle an estate and an allowance on you. But I don’t want you to close your mind to the possibility of taking a consort. You may find someone who suits you very well. I’m still not convinced that isn’t the best thing for you.”

Cony patted his leg. “Your father is right. You need to keep an open mind.” He looked up at his spouse. “You do know that you will have to hire a master, yes? The boy is good. Very good. I seriously doubt a regular art teacher, like he had in the schoolroom, will be able to
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