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      NEW YORK CITY – APRIL, 1891

      Central Park in New York was much the same as Hyde Park in London in the early morning. Both parks were oases of calm in an otherwise hectic world, refuges from the bustle of the city, and exactly the wrong place for John Dandie to be when his whole world was upside down. Central Park was all green and pretty in the morning light of late April, complete with well-ordered gardens and expertly-maintained paths, which made John feel like he stuck out like a sore thumb. He was neither pretty nor well-ordered at the moment, which went against everything he’d fought so hard to build for himself.

      He thrust his hands into the pockets of his jacket as he paced his way across the park, hat pulled low to hide his troubled expression. In London—and in Liverpool for a time—his life was all about solving problems and helping his clients out of sticky situations. He was the steady one, the man people came to for help when they were in trouble. He was a solicitor by profession, but in practice, he did so much more than that for the men of the Brotherhood.

      In New York, he was at the beck and call of Blake Williamson, the Duke of Selby, and Blake’s beau, Niall Cristofori as he assisted them in the seemingly endless search for Blake’s son. Blake’s soon-to-be former wife had absconded with the boy months ago, stealing him away to America, where her parents lived. After months of searching and digging, bargaining, and finally chasing, John could feel that the end was near. He could feel little Alan Williamson within his reach. If only he didn’t also feel at sixes and sevens over his own life.

      He stopped his walk near the corner of Fifth Avenue and Sixty-First Street, staring up at the fashionable apartment building where they’d determined Blake’s wife, Annamarie, had been hiding herself for the last few weeks. John let out a sigh. They were so close—so close they could taste it. He had no idea how to take the final step to return young Alan to his father, where he belonged, but he was confident a course of action would come to him.

      And then what?

      He let out a breath and turned away from the building, wandering deeper into the park for a moment. Annamarie wasn’t going to run off at nine in the morning and ruin all of the hard work he, Blake, and Niall—and an entire list of others who were waiting anxiously in London to hear news that Alan was back in his father’s arms—had done in the past few months. If he knew anything about high society ladies, Annamarie was probably fast asleep and would be for a few more hours. She would probably rise after noon, even though she hadn’t been out the night before—which John knew, seeing as they’d been watching the building around the clock—bully her maid into bringing her breakfast and some sort of society gossip rag, then she would spend the day staring at herself in a mirror or going through her wardrobe while some nursemaid took care of Alan.

      John huffed a laugh as he took a turn around the end of the park, hands in his pockets again, merely because he didn’t know what else to do with them. Annamarie’s wasn’t actually a bad life, for a vain and selfish peacock. He’d known plenty of men who enjoyed a good lie-in and a lazy day in his time. Brandon, his partner when he’d been living in Liverpool, would have stayed in bed all day on Sundays, if John had let him. Preferably with John in bed too.

      John smirked as he strode toward a bench facing Annamarie’s building and sat. He hadn’t thought about Brandon in ages. The two of them had shared years of their lives together, but it had simply fizzled out a year ago, and both of them had gone their separate ways without a second thought. It had been peaceable and strange. He’d liked Brandon well enough. The sex had been satisfying, if not particularly adventurous. Brandon was gorgeous and intelligent and discreet, everything a man in his position could have wanted, but even now, John couldn’t summon so much as a shrug over the way their relationship had ended.

      He leaned back on the bench, crossing his arms and frowning at Annamarie’s building, a restlessness burning in his soul as he watched. Brandon had meant everything and nothing to him. David had meant more. He’d met David at university, the two of them had fallen in love and become partners in every sense of the word. They’d moved to London from York and started the offices of Dandie & Wirth together. They’d lived discreetly together for five years. Again, David was handsome and intelligent, his presentation was masculine, which John liked, and sex had always been satisfying. But again, things had just fizzled between the two of them, and they’d each moved on. David was a thousand times happier now, with Lionel Mercer, than the two of them ever were together.

      So what was wrong with him? Why did every amorous relationship that had been important in his life simply dissolve, without rancor or anxiety? And why had he only ever been satisfied instead of overwhelmed with lust and excitement?

      There was something wrong with him. That was the only answer he could think of. If he’d never felt the deep, carnal fireworks of desire fulfilled or an orgasm so explosive that it left him drained and dizzy, then that was his fault. There had been men since Brandon, since he’d returned to London—willing partners he’d met at The Cock and the Bear and taken home for the night for their mutual pleasure—but none that had intrigued him so much he would want to⁠—

      He stopped his thoughts with an irritated huff. What kind of a fool sat around Central Park at nine in the morning on a Tuesday, contemplating his previous sexual partners and finding himself wanting? He was in New York to work. He had been employed by Blake to find and return his son. His full attention should be on the apartment building in front of him and figuring out a way to catch Annamarie out and convince her to return Alan. He should appeal to New York’s law enforcement agencies, and he would have much sooner, except for Blake’s fear that if the New York Police caught wind that he was an invert, they would take Annamarie’s side instead of his. That was why John had come along in the first place. He was Blake’s solicitor. He should be able to do something.

      John rubbed a hand over his face. He was so far out of his normal bounds of operation that it was embarrassing. Chasing soon-to-be former duchesses halfway around the world to retrieve a stolen son was not what a solicitor did. He could handle the legal paperwork ensuring Blake and Annamarie’s divorce once they had Alan back, but before that?

      He shook his head as though he’d been having the conversation with someone else instead of merely in his own head. He didn’t have a wealth of experience when it came to missing persons and retrieving a stolen child. That was why he’d invited Detective Arthur Gleason along on the mission.

      As soon as John thought the man’s name, a jolt of electricity shivered through him. The mere thought of the short, shrewd, wily detective did things to him that he would rather not think about. There was something about Gleason, something dangerous and alluring. The man was an arrogant arse who thought far too highly of himself. He’d been working for the wrong people at the beginning of the search for Alan, causing more trouble for the rest of them than he was worth. Only when he realized he’d been on the wrong side had he changed his tune and started working with John instead of against him.

      Although John could still remember that night, in Brompton Cemetery, when Gleason had been literally, bodily against him. Gleason had trapped him against a wall, kissed him, groped him, and left his head spinning. In all the years John had been with David or with Brandon, no one had ever made him feel so dizzy just from a kiss. He could still feel the way Gleason had held him completely in thrall, helpless and panting for more, even though it wounded his dignity and went against everything he held dear. For Christ’s sake, even now, just thinking about it, his cock twitched and tried to stand at attention. It was embarrassing that something essentially humiliating could send him into a spiral of lust that⁠—

      “You’re thinking about me, I can tell.”

      John nearly jumped out of his skin and twisted to see Gleason leaning against a tree only a few yards away, as if he’d been there all along. And yes, the cocky bastard looked exactly as though he could see right into John’s thoughts. A grin pulled at the corner of the man’s fascinating mouth, and his shrewd, sparkling eyes were narrowed just enough to be suggestive. Gleason had a way of looking at him that made John feel like he was on the menu. It was irritating, it was disconcerting, and it was fiery hot.

      “Gleason. What do you want?” John pretended nonchalance, staring straight forward at Annamarie’s building again.

      “Mmm,” Gleason hummed as he sauntered over to the bench. “What do I want?” John could feel the man approaching, even though he refused to turn and look at him. “I want you on your knees, for one,” he said once he was close enough to speak in a seductive murmur that none of the passersby in the park might overhear. “For another, I want you bound in black, silk rope, fastened to my bed with your legs spread and your arse on display for my pleasure.” He leaned his arms on the back of the bench, bringing his lips to within inches of John’s ear. “I want you screaming my name as you come and begging for mercy as I fuck you.”

      Deep shivers of temptation roiled their way through John, making him sweat and writhe and go as hard as iron. Yes, yes, yes.

      “No!” He flinched away from Gleason, looking over his shoulder at the man with a grimace of disgust. “I have no interest whatsoever in your sordid little games, Gleason, and I’ll thank you to stop bothering me with your salacious sense of humor.”

      Gleason chuckled and came around the bench to take a seat with John. “What makes you think I’m joking?” he asked, lounging comfortably on the opposite end.

      John scowled at him. “You must be. No man of my acquaintance is that depraved.”

      Gleason continued to laugh and grin at John as though he were a simpleton. “You need a wider circle of acquaintance, then,” he said. “Or, more likely, there are people in your circle who are just as depraved, you simply don’t know about it.”

      John continued to scowl, sneaking a look at Gleason before concentrating on the apartment building again. Gleason was probably right about that bit. What people got up to in the privacy of their own homes was likely every bit as outlandish and erotic as the illicit stories that were passed around in private circles.

      Again, he wondered if his mediocre feelings about past relationships were his fault because he’d never been particularly adventurous. Gleason, on the other hand, was one of those erotic stories personified, and it unnerved John.

      “What are you doing out here anyhow?” he asked Gleason in a peevish voice.

      “Watching the watcher,” Gleason replied. He demonstrated by resting his elbow on the back of the bench and leaning his head almost coquettishly against it. His eyes took on a decidedly dreamy look—one that was entirely for show, since Gleason was absolutely not the sort of man to go all dreamy over a potential beau.

      John made a scoffing noise and shook his head. “You’d better watch what you’re doing,” he said. “Anti-sodomy laws in America might not be what they are in London, but I doubt the authorities here take kindly to open flirtation of that sort in Central Park.”

      “Am I flirting with you?” Gleason asked, his sensual gaze proving that he absolutely was.

      John sent him a flat, sideways look.

      “Is it flirtation if a man simply looks upon another, dreaming of all the ways he’s like to see him tied up and at his mercy?” Gleason went on.

      “Will you please stop?” John hissed.

      “No,” Gleason said, his smile turning even more wolfish. “My mind is too busy.” John glanced to him in confusion, then immediately regretted it when Gleason said, “It’s been a long time since I’ve had need of the shibari skills I learned during my time in Japan, but lately I’ve had the urge to refresh those skills.”

      “Shibari?” John knew he shouldn’t ask. He’d seen intriguing bars with shackles and lengths of black rope when he’d visited Gleason’s London flat to invite him on this journey—visited the flat without Gleason’s permission and before he’d returned home. Whatever shibari meant, he was certain it had something to do with all those things he didn’t want to know about—things that sent his insides into a torrent of shivers every time he thought of them.

      “I learned quite a bit in Japan, you know,” he said, the coquettish look back on his face. “I’d be more than happy to share all of that with you.”

      “I’m surprised they let you remain in the country after your naval commission expired,” John grumbled, staring at Annamarie’s building again—mostly to prevent himself from giving in to the temptation of looking at Gleason and feeling things that he knew were wrong.

      “I had strong ties to the country,” Gleason said, then laughed at what he must have thought was a joke.

      He was silent after that, though. A little too silent. John peeked at him, expecting to find the bastard staring unnervingly at him. To his surprise, Gleason seemed lost in his thoughts, perhaps his memories. His smile had faded. It was as if the joke he’d made had led his thoughts down a path that ended in a wistful, almost pained look.

      “Do you miss it?” John asked, letting go of some of his resentment for the man out of genuine curiosity.

      Gleason took a long time to drag himself out of his thoughts with a slow inhale. “No,” he answered with what felt like uncharacteristic honestly. “I do not miss it. My time in Japan made me who I am, and I wouldn’t trade it for the world, but I have no wish whatsoever to go back.”

      John had the distinct feeling that Gleason wasn’t simply talking about a physical return to Japan. Something about his experiences there had left an indelible mark, but one Gleason didn’t want to revisit.

      He was about to say something to that effect when Gleason suddenly snapped straight and stared at the apartment building. His actions made John tense as well, and he turned to see whatever Gleason had seen. A beat later, he caught his breath. Ian Archibald, Annamarie’s lover, hurried up to the building and ducked inside.

      “Archibald,” John hissed. “That little rat. Now Annamarie will never come out.”

      “The two of them could hole up indefinitely in there with Lord Stanley,” Gleason said, referring to little Alan Williamson by his lofty title.

      “How are we supposed to confront the blasted woman and force her to return Blake’s son if she refuses to come out of her hiding place and we keep being barred from entering?” John hissed his frustration aloud.

      “It’s Lord Selby’s fault for wanting this entire endeavor handled discreetly,” Gleason said, inching closer to John, but remaining on the alert as they watched the building. “The man is clearly within his rights to get his son back. He’s a bloody duke, for God’s sake. He could waltz in there and demand Lord Stanley be returned at once.”

      “In America?” John asked dubiously. “When Annamarie’s father is one of the wealthiest industrialists in the city? That man has more power here than any British duke ever could. Not to mention Blake’s fears of the New York authorities learning he’s an invert.”

      Gleason made a scoffing sound. “Lord Selby is far too worried about what other people think. No one truly cares about our sort.” He inched closer to John, leaning in so that he could speak without being overheard, which seemed deeply ironic to John. “Certainly, there are a few cases that have reached the newspapers, a few men who have been exposed for frequenting boy prostitutes, but the majority of us are so far beneath anyone’s notice as to be laughable. Every family has that bachelor uncle who shares a flat with his old school chum.”

      “Yes, and none of them are dukes who have already earned a notorious reputation to the point where they have to live in secret,” John argued. “I cannot blame Blake for his reticence to make a fuss. You didn’t see the way he was treated at that ball last autumn.”

      “Actually, if you will remember, I did,” Gleason said, pulling his eyes away from the building to stare at John. “And if you ask me, Lord Selby is doing himself and his station a great dishonor by not simply demanding that the world treat him as he deserves. The man is a duke! He dictates the rules, not the other way around.”

      “Blake is a sensitive soul who is only now being freed from a prison of his father’s making. Is it any wonder that he would rather acquiesce to those who seek to judge him, or that he would choose politeness over confrontation? Not every man is a bull in a china shop who browbeats people into giving him his way,” John argued, putting his whole self into it. If he were honest, he liked arguing with Gleason. He liked the sparks and the banter. It fired his blood and made him want…. No, he refused to think about the things it made him want. “Is it such a crime for Blake to want this whole thing handled quietly?” he asked instead.

      “If the mighty Duke of Selby had been willing to exert his power and influence from the start, we wouldn’t be in this mess,” Gleason argued. “We would be⁠—”

      He stopped suddenly, reaching out to grab John’s arm and sitting straighter. John flinched as Gleason’s touch sent a sizzle through him. The damnable man was like a magnet, and John was as helpless as iron filings that jumped to do his bidding every time the two of them were in proximity.

      That thought lasted only a heartbeat, though. As soon as he turned his head to see what had Gleason so excited, he spotted Ian Archibald and Annamarie stepping out of the apartment building, dressed to go out.

      “Bloody hell, they left the building,” John said in disbelief, jumping up.

      Gleason was already on his feet and tapped John’s arm excitedly a few times, as though the moment they’d been waiting for was finally upon them. And maybe it was. Annamarie had finally exposed herself, she was in a relatively vulnerable position, and this time, come hell or high water, John was not going to let the blasted woman get away.
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      John Dandie was an absolute treat in every way imaginable. Arthur had felt it from the moment the two of them met. He’d been physically attracted to the handsome and serious solicitor at first sight. Who wouldn’t be? The man was tall with broad shoulders, thick, blond hair, and captivating green eyes. He was fit and muscular, and within minutes of meeting him, Arthur was already planning how he would tie ropes around the man to restrict him and turn him into his own personal work of art.

      Those thoughts were at the forefront of his mind as he and John jogged across the park, dodging a few pedestrians who got in their way as they chased after Lady Selby and Ian Archibald. He hung back a few feet so that he could watch the move and strain of John’s muscles as he ran, thanking the weather gods for the warm snap they were experiencing that had prompted John to go without a long, concealing coat for the day. Arthur only wished the bottom of John’s jacket didn’t completely cover his bum, because from his experience of that bum so far, it was a sight to behold.

      “Don’t fall behind,” John snapped over his shoulder at Arthur. “I’ll have your hide if they get away.”

      “No, John, I’ll have your hide,” Arthur murmured as they dashed out to the sidewalk, following Lady Selby and Archibald with their eyes, even though the pair was far ahead of them. “I’ll have your hide and a lot more of you besides.”

      John sent him a momentarily confused look, but kept running.

      That hint of confusion was like catnip for Arthur. The more he came to know about John on this mission to America, the more Arthur couldn’t wait until they were in a position to play. John didn’t know what he wanted. He likely thought he did, but the confusion that the man wore whenever Arthur pushed things over whatever imaginary lines of propriety John had drawn around himself was delicious. John had no idea how ripe he was for the picking or how ready he was to explore. Arthur had seen that sort of readiness in other men, but it had never allured him the way it did with John.

      “Hurry, hurry,” John urged him as they reached the street corner and prepared to cross. “If they hail a cab, we’ll never catch up with them.”

      “If they were going to hail a cab, they would have done so already,” Arthur argued in return, waiting as anxiously as John was for the busy traffic crisscrossing Fifty-Ninth Street to break. Lady Selby and Archibald had crossed on the other side of Fifth Avenue without as many carriages and carts to impede their progress, and if he and John weren’t careful, they truly would get away.

      John sent him a look as though he were right about the cab, but he didn’t like it. Of course, John wouldn’t like it whenever he was right. At the moment, the delicious man’s entire identity was determined by being the man in charge, the one who had all the answers and could fix things for his friends. If Arthur had his way, he’d soon turn those tables on John and give him the moments of release he could see John craved.

      As delightful as they were to contemplate, Arthur had to let those thoughts go. There wasn’t time to indulge in fantasy when Lady Selby was in danger of getting away yet again. At last, there was a break in the traffic, and he and John dashed across the street, earning strange looks and a few shouts from the New Yorkers who had gathered at the street corner with them.

      “At least they’re heading straight down Fifth,” John said as the two of them picked up their pace, ducking and dodging around a sea of people who stood in their way.

      “It’s too early for lunch and definitely too early for the theater,” Arthur thought aloud for John’s benefit. “They must be going shopping.”

      “What shops are in the area?” John asked.

      Arthur didn’t have the foggiest idea. The only cities he knew well were London and Tokyo, though if he were given a map and a guidebook and few weeks to study them and wander, he was convinced he could know any city like the back of his hand. He’d always been clever that way, and those skills had come in handy in his years as a private detective. He’d been too busy studying John since they’d arrived in New York, however, to learn the city the way he should have.

      The biggest impediment between him and John and Lady Selby and Archibald was the other pedestrians going about their business on the crowded, New York streets. The city was teeming with life and movement. Every three steps, someone else would step in their way.

      “Move to the street,” John suggested, tugging on Arthur’s sleeve. “We’ll catch them faster.”

      “And we’ll be plowed over by a carriage or step in horse shit for our troubles,” Arthur countered him. He had to clap a hand to his hat as he nearly collided with a newspaper boy hawking his wares on the next street corner. “We’ll do better if we just charge through.”

      John sent him a sideways look and nodded. Arthur had to hand it to the man. When he wasn’t nearly coming out of his skin with latent lust or trying to argue with him in order to avoid that lust, John made an excellent investigative partner. In spite of everything else, when it came to investigations and working for clients, the two of them thought alike. All Arthur needed to do was study John’s face to know which way he was going to move, what he was thinking, and what he thought their chances for success were. As soon as they dashed across Fifty-Seventh Street and came within yards of Lady Selby and Archibald as Archibald stepped forward to hold the door of a haberdasher’s shop for her, Arthur could see by the spark that filled John’s eyes that he knew they’d caught the couple.

      “Stay right where you are,” John called out to them as he and Arthur leapt into the shop behind Lady Selby and Archibald. A jolt of lust shot through Arthur. John was the perfect knight in shining armor when he was full of confidence, the way he was now. He was the personification of strength and beauty. Hell, when he was like that Arthur might have even been willing to let the man top him. “Don’t move another inch, Archibald!” John said, his voice booming.

      Lady Selby screeched at the sight of John and leapt to hide behind Archibald—as if John were armed and Archibald would make a good shield. “Go away, go away, go away!” she squealed, hiding her head against Archibald’s shoulder.

      A murmur immediately went through the front room of the haberdasher’s shop. The pair of women who were there perusing the ready-made hats for sale gasped and rushed out to the street, as though it were a hold-up and not simply Lady Selby getting her just deserts at last.

      “How dare you accost Lady Selby this way?” Archibald demanded as Arthur moved to stand by John’s side.

      Arthur did a quick sweep of the small but elegant store. There was only one way for Lady Selby and Archibald to leave, and they would have to go through him and John to get there. There was a door to a back room behind the counter, but Lady Selby wasn’t the sort to be caught dead in any room where people worked, even to use that room as an escape route. Finally, after months of more trouble than the spoiled chit was worth, they had her well and truly cornered.

      “I will make this easy on you, Lady Selby,” John said, fully in his knight in shining armor persona. Arthur had to focus not to drool over the way the man squared his shoulders, tilted his head up, and looked as though he could call lightning down from the sky. “Tell us where we can find Lord Stanley and you will be free to go about your business.”

      “I am not handing my son over to the likes of you,” Lady Selby said with a sniff, straightening, but keeping Archibald’s body between her and John.

      Arthur wanted to shake his head at the woman. She was the worst duchess he’d ever come across. Among the legions of American heiresses who had been marrying their way into the British aristocracy of late, she was the least suited for the position. The way she deported herself was a disgrace, and the way she’d handled her split with Lord Selby was abominable. As far as Arthur was concerned, the lady got what she deserved and then some. But it would do no good to communicate that to her until Lord Stanley was returned.

      “My lady, you know that this charade has gone on for too long,” John said, taking a step toward the wicked pair. Arthur’s mouth twitched over the fact that John had failed to address Lady Selby as a duchess should be addressed, and that Lady Selby hadn’t noticed. No, the woman was not duchess quality at all. “Lord Selby is here to demand his son back, and it would behoove you to concede to his demands and turn the child back over to his father.”

      “To that disgrace of a man?” Archibald said, speaking for the first time. From what Arthur knew of the idiot, opening his mouth would only make the situation worse for Lady Selby. “No child should be entrusted to the care of a man like him.”

      Arthur knew of about thirty little girls in Darlington Gardens under the care of Stephen Siddel and Max Hillsboro who would disagree.

      “Oh, what does Blake want the little demon for anyhow?” Lady Selby stepped out from behind Archibald’s back with a sigh. “The brat is more trouble than he’s worth.”

      Arthur had never been the sort who doted on children, but even he was offended by Lady Selby’s flippant tone. “That demon is your son, madam,” he chastised her. “Do you not have even the slightest concern for him or for his welfare?”

      Lady Selby sighed, and her shoulders drooped. “Of course, I do,” she huffed. “I gave birth to him, after all. But no one ever told me how difficult it is to have a child without a reliable nanny to mind them.”

      Arthur wanted to shake his head. Some women simply shouldn’t be entrusted with children. “If you care so little for the boy, why not simply give him back to his father?” he asked.

      John glanced to him approvingly, which made Arthur gloat inside far more than it should have. He was the one determined to have the upper hand on the man, after all, not the other way around.

      “I would gladly give Alan back to Blake,” Lady Selby sighed, pressing her fingertips to her forehead, as though the whole thing were just a headache for her.

      “Then why have you not done so?” John asked, his tone clipped. “Why lead us on this mad chase across the ocean, wasting time and causing expenses for people who have far better things to do?”

      “Don’t answer that question, darling,” Archibald snapped, his face splotching.

      That chastisement was as good as an answer, as far as Arthur was concerned. He could have guessed the plot was mostly Archibald’s doing.

      “At this point, I do not know,” Lady Selby answered with a shrug.

      “Then why not just give him back and end your troubles?” John asked. Arthur was tempted to grin at the smooth way he’d switched from authoritative and demanding to calm and sympathetic to match Lady Selby’s mood.

      “To be quite honest,” Lady Selby said, now sounding exhausted on top of put out, “my mother wanted to have him. For some unknown reason, she likes the boy.”

      “Then you must tell your mother to cut her visit short and return Lord Stanley to his father,” Arthur said, taking up the demanding, authoritative role while John continued to play the sympathetic one.

      For a moment, John peeked at him, as if he understood the game Arthur wanted to play. His expression remained nearly neutral, but his eyes flashed with the knowledge of how they could play off of one another.

      “Come now, Det. Gleason,” John said. “Lady Selby has been through enough already. There’s no need to harangue her further.”

      Arthur loved this new game. He put on an air of impatience, huffed, and threw out an arm at Lady Selby. “The woman is clearly unworthy of motherhood. She has no right to keep a child from her father. She is a negligent parent and a harpy to boot.”

      “How dare you?” Lady Selby gasped, placing an offended hand on her breast.

      “Be reasonable, Gleason.” John maneuvered to stand closer to Lady Selby, taking over from Archibald as her champion. “She’s done the best she can in a role that does not come naturally to her.”

      “That is true,” Lady Selby said, tilting her chin up.

      “She has loved her son as best she can,” John went on.

      “I have,” Lady Selby agreed.

      “I do not believe it.” Arthur crossed his arms and glared at the woman, exaggerating his role so that John could emphasize his. “What sort of a mother goes out without her child, leaving him unattended in an apartment in a city such as this?”

      “He is not unattended,” Lady Selby protested. “And he is not in the city. My mother has him at our family home in Peconic.”

      Arthur caught the spark of triumph in John’s eyes. Damn, but the man was handsome when he got what he wanted. Arthur would have to make certain to give him everything he desired and more in the future.

      “Annamarie!” Archibald barked, turning to her in horror. “You weren’t supposed to say anything about your parents. You’ve given the whole thing away.”

      “I have not,” Annamarie insisted, then added in a less certain voice, “Have I?”

      “Ask for money at the very least,” Archibald schooled her, visibly frustrated. “You cannot simply tell them everything they need to know. Ask for a divorce.”

      “Lord Selby has been attempting to divorce you for months now,” John said. “As his solicitor, I have been trying to serve you with papers to sign so that you are free, but every time we come close, you fail to complete them.”

      “I thought I had already,” Annamarie said, her brow knit in confusion. She shook her head. “Never mind. Give me something to sign and I will sign it.”

      “Ask for money,” Archibald hissed, again tipping his hand and possibly revealing why Annamarie had yet to sign.

      John ignored him. “I will approach Lord Selby about the matter at once.”

      He glanced to Arthur. Arthur couldn’t think of anything else they needed from Lady Selby or Archibald. The couple no longer had Lord Stanley with them, but they had revealed where the boy was. Even without telling them a specific address, they could find the Long Island home of a man as wealthy and influential as Lady Selby’s father, Mr. Cannon.

      “Good day, Lady Selby.” John sketched a lovely bow for the duchess, ignored Archibald entirely, then turned to leave the shop.

      Arthur nodded to Archibald rather than Lady Selby, continuing the roles they’d played to get the information they needed. He also winked at the two women who had come out of the back room of the shop—likely the owner and a female apprentice—to watch the drama unfolding on their premises. The lucky women would probably end up as the talk of the town, once news of the confrontation reached the streets. Arthur was glad for them and for the business they would do.

      “That went better than expected,” he told John once they met up on the street in front of the shop. “Well done for playing the angel to my devil.”

      “Something tells me it won’t be the last time,” John murmured.

      That simple statement sent a dozen different kinds of lust and adoration through Arthur. “Certainly not,” he said as they headed back up Fifth Avenue toward the park. The hotel where they were all staying was on Fifty-Ninth Street, and Blake and Niall would likely be up and about by now. “In fact, I relish the opportunity to play devil to your angel as much as possible in the future,” he went on.

      John sent him a wary, sideways look. “Don’t you start with me again, Gleason.”

      “Come now, isn’t it time you started calling me Arthur?” Arthur teased him. “Seeing as it is only a matter of time before I have you sweaty and panting beneath me.”

      John’s eyes flared in alarm, and he darted a look around the crowded street as they walked. “Keep your voice down, man,” he hissed. “Anyone can hear you.”

      “The safest place to have an intimate conversation is in a crowd,” Arthur told him. “No one is interested in listening when there are so many things to listen to.”

      “That is absurd,” John grumbled as they crossed the street and headed along to the hotel.

      “It’s not,” Arthur laughed. “It’s the truth. Just as it’s the truth for me to say that this devilish mind of mine has been absorbed in all the ways I could use a good man like you.”

      He turned to Arthur with a look of angry horror, but Arthur winked at him in return. That had John’s face flushing bright pink, which only spurred Arthur on.

      “Come on, now,” he said, enjoying every moment of the torment he was inflicting. “You’ve known for months now how this is going to end, and you want it as much as I do.”

      “I do not,” John protested.

      “Your trousers tell a different story.”

      John glanced anxiously down his front, taking Arthur’s bait. He wasn’t bulging or obvious in any way, but Arthur was willing to bet that after being teased and baited that way, he would be soon.

      “You are a disgrace to your profession, sir,” John snapped at him.

      Arthur laughed out loud as they approached the door to the hotel. “Why am I a disgrace for pointing out the obvious?”

      “Because it is unseemly,” John snapped, lowering his voice as they entered the lobby.

      “Oh, be honest,” Arthur teased. “You like unseemly. You’re desperate to be unseemly. You’ve spent your whole life being a paragon of virtue, and now you just want to let loose and give yourself up.”

      John sent him a scathing look as he veered toward the hotel’s restaurant. “I have no idea what you are talking about,” he grumbled.

      “Yes, you do,” Arthur laughed in return. And the time was drawing near when he would be ready for Arthur to show him.
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      As much as it pained John to admit it, he and Gleason made an excellent team. It was the reason he’d invited Gleason along on the trip to New York. There was so much more that a detective could do, so much more that Gleason knew about finding missing persons and tracking people down, that a solicitor like himself just didn’t know. And now John’s instincts had been proven accurate. They’d located Annamarie, convinced her to hand Alan over, and learned the exact location where Alan was being held. That was why John had wanted Gleason with him.

      That was the reason. Not all of the other things.

      Certainly not.

      John tried his best to ignore the salacious things Gleason had said to him as the two of them strode into the hotel’s dining room, where he’d spotted Blake and Niall having coffee with Blake’s valet, Xavier Lawrence, and Xavier’s intimate friend, Alexander Plushenko. John hated the way that Gleason could get under his skin so easily by speaking the unspeakable aloud. The man had some gall to suggest that John would want anything other than a professional relationship with him. He certainly wasn’t interested in any of the wicked, lascivious, intriguing, titillating⁠—

      John gave up his train of thought with a shake of his head as they approached Blake’s table. Underneath his insistence that Gleason offended him, he knew what his true feelings on the matter were, but the last thing he wanted to do when they were so close to getting Alan back was to give in to any of them.

      He acknowledged Blake and Niall and the others with a weak smile and a nod, and Gleason did the same.

      “Aren’t one or both of you supposed to be perched in Central Park, watching Annamarie’s building for any signs of movement?” Niall asked, getting up to make more room at the table for them and pulling over a chair from the table beside them.

      “There’s no need anymore,” John said. “We’ve just come from confronting Annamarie.”

      Blake’s eyes went wide with alarm and expectation, and he started to rise from the table. “So where is my son?”

      John held out a hand to settle him, gesturing for him to take his seat again. “He’s with his grandparents in a place called Peconic, which, as I understand, is on Long Island.”

      “How did he end up with his grandparents on Long Island when we saw him in Central Park just a few days ago?” Niall asked, glancing to Plushenko. He was the one who had actually seen and spoke with Alan, after all.

      John shrugged. “I’ve no idea, but that’s where he is.”

      “Anything could have happened,” Gleason added. “The grandparents could have taken him out a back door. They could have moved him before we confirmed which building Lady Selby lives in. There could be any number of explanations.”
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