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      LONDON, ST. JAMES’S PARK – NOVEMBER 1890

      It was a bad idea. Every bit of it. Xavier Lawrence turned up the collar of his wool coat and tucked his hands under his arms as he walked with his friends along the perimeter of St. James’s Park. There was a nip in the air, but it wasn’t so much the cold that made him shiver and shrink in on himself, it was the dare his friends had proposed.

      “Come on, Xavier,” Adam nudged him, swaying close enough for Xavier to smell the alcohol on his breath. “You’re new to London, but that doesn’t mean you have to stay a virgin forever.”

      Adam and Nick snorted with laughter, practically falling all over themselves as they stumbled along the path.

      “I’m not a—oh, never mind,” Xavier said, letting out an irritated breath. He could barely see the cloud of frost it made in the scattered lamplight of the park. St. James’s Park was dark after dusk, which suited the men who roamed in the shadows on a night like this one perfectly.

      “How long has it been, then?” Nick tittered—yes, tittered like one of the misses in the house where he served as a footman. “Surely not since you came down from West Riding, eh?”

      “There’s hardly been time,” Xavier started to argue. “We’ve barely been here a fortnight. Lord Selby has been deeply occupied with family matters since we arrived and⁠—”

      He gave up explaining when Adam and Nick proved they hadn’t been listening to anything since the words “deeply occupied” by guffawing and sniggering until they sagged against each other. Xavier rolled his eyes, but didn’t truly blame them for having too much to drink at The Cock and Bear earlier. All three of them were in service, and it was a rare occasion when their nights off coincided. It was even rarer that the three of them would be in London at the same time at all. Adam’s and Nick’s families traveled down frequently and spent more than just the season in their comfortable Mayfair townhomes, but Xavier hadn’t been to London at all since becoming Blake’s—that is, Lord Blake Williamson, the Duke of Selby’s—valet years ago. Blake despised travel, and up until recently, he despised London. And Xavier still hadn’t entirely resolved himself to referring to his august employer by his given name, but Blake insisted that was the way of The Brotherhood. Still….

      Xavier was letting his mind wander too much to keep his thoughts away from the dare at hand.

      “I remain unconvinced that this is a good idea,” he hissed to Adam and Nick after a man in a dark coat with his hat pulled low wandered past them, glancing a little longer than he should have.

      Adam made a sound of sloppy derision and pushed away from Nick to drape his arm over Xavier’s shoulder. “St. James’s is the best cruising location in London,” he slurred, wafting fumes of alcohol in Xavier’s direction. “Anyone can catch a bit of a bauble or a fit of a fumble or a tad of a tumble—oh dear, what was I saying?” He laughed, stumbling a bit as they walked, and dragging Xavier’s shoulder down.

      “What our esteemed friend is trying to say,” Nick went on, sniffing and attempting to sound like his titled employer, “is that out there in the dark is a likely lad just waiting to thrust his pretty little hand down your trousers to get you off.”

      “And if you’re lucky, not to mention in the proximity of an obliging shrub, he’ll drop to his knees and suck you so hard you’ll be like a wolf howling at the moon,” Adam finished. He followed his statement with a howl of his own.

      “Shush!” Xavier hissed, glancing around. “Are you trying to draw the coppers? They’re probably everywhere in here, blackmailers too, just waiting to bring us all up on charges. You’ve seen the newspapers recently. They can’t get enough stories of our sort being nabbed with our trousers down.”

      Indeed, there had been more than a few sensational arrests of “inverts and perverts” in St. James’s Park reported in papers of late. Ever since the Cleveland Street Scandal a few years ago, newspapers were constantly printing reports filled with salacious gossip about men caught trysting where they’d thought they wouldn’t be caught. After years, decades, of relative obscurity, between the evils of the Labouchere Amendment and the public’s thirst for titillation, what had once been the sort of thing one simply didn’t talk about while carrying on regardless, had turned into fuel for the fire of outrage that made newspapermen wealthy.

      “We’re just trying to initiate you into the joys and wonders of London,” Nick said, dragging Xavier to a stop near one of the paths that crossed through the center of the park. “Don’t you get tired of playing with your own willy all the time?”

      “Yeah, let some other likely bloke play with it for a change,” Adam added, far too loud for Xavier’s comfort.

      “Keep your voices down,” Xavier scolded them again. He shook his head. There was only one way to shut the two nutters up. “Alright, I’m going in,” he said, turning to start along the path.

      “Are those the words of endearment your last bit of fun said?” Nick called after him.

      Xavier turned to make a rude gesture at his friends—and they truly were his friends, but perhaps more so when they weren’t drunk out of their minds—and hurried into the beckoning shadows of the park.

      “I must be mad,” he murmured to himself, tucking his hands into his coat pockets and trying not to look as conspicuous as he felt.

      He reminded himself that he didn’t actually have to find a man who would exchange a quick fumble for a few coins. He could cross the park and circle back, then tell Adam and Nick that he’d gone through with it. Paying for something like that felt dirty, even if that was what men like him, Adam, and Nick generally did in London. He’d never had any trouble finding a friend for a bit of fun at home, near Selby Manor. He’d always been rather popular with that set, though he wouldn’t ever think of describing himself as fast. He was valet to a duke, after all. There were standards to maintain.

      Standards which he felt even more keenly, now that Blake was in such a horrible, tragic spot. They’d just come to London less than a fortnight before—both as a way to hide Blake’s daughters, Lady Margaret and Lady Jessica, from Lady Selby, and so that they could track down Lady Selby and Blake’s heir, Lord Stanley—and Xavier had been extra vigilant about not drawing notice to the family in any way, good or bad. He felt a great deal of personal responsibility toward Blake and his children. Not only had Blake hired him as valet knowing his proclivities, doing so had restored Xavier’s flagging reputation with his family after his previous employer had sacked him. Sacked him for refusing an inappropriate advance, of all things. Even though Xavier had sworn to the man he would never tell a soul. The last thing Xavier wanted to do now that he was in London was bring more shame down on Blake’s shoulders. He admired his employer and friend above anyone else, and wanted to make the man proud.

      “Got a match?”

      The friendly voice that issued from the shadows as Xavier walked past a spreading oak came as such a surprise that Xavier gasped and jerked to see who had spoken. He twisted, searching, and found a handsome young man with some of the most striking features he’d ever seen leaning against the oak’s trunk, his hands in his pockets.

      “I…er…are you addressing me, sir?” Xavier’s heart sped up and his hands instantly went clammy.

      The handsome man shrugged and pushed away from the tree. “I don’t see anyone else.”

      Xavier swallowed. “Oh. Right.” He craned his neck, looking this way and that, searching the darkness for his friends, policemen, his mother, anyone who might rain holy terror down on him for even thinking of talking to a gorgeous stranger. He returned his focus to the handsome man, who had strolled to stand so close to him that Xavier caught the scent of his shaving soap. The man didn’t have a cigarette or a pipe or anything that would require a match. “Um, no,” he said, bristling with anxiety. How was one supposed to do this at any rate? His plan was specifically not to do it. “I’m afraid I left my matches at home.”

      The handsome man shrugged and hooked his arm suddenly through Xavier’s. “I guess we’ll just have to go home and fetch them, then.”

      They started forward. Xavier thought he might fall over his own feet. Everything around them suddenly seemed threatening and full of eyes. He might as well have been walking through the park naked, he felt so conspicuous.

      “Not a man of many words I see,” the handsome man said.

      “It’s not that,” Xavier mumbled, glancing this way and that. “It’s just that I’ve only arrived in London recently, and my friends put me up to this, and I honestly have no idea what in God’s name is going on.”

      The handsome man laughed. “If it makes you feel better, I don’t generally do this myself.” He slowed his pace, his arm losing some of its tension. In fact, Xavier hadn’t realized how tense the man was until he relaxed a bit. “Stop glancing around,” he whispered. “It looks suspicious. Pretend that we’re old school chums or something like that.”

      Xavier nodded tightly, then stopped and stared at the man. “Hang on, you’re American.” He felt like a fool for not noticing the man’s accent before. Then again, he’d been too stunned by the man’s strong cheekbones, expressive mouth, and intoxicating scent to notice much of anything.

      “Does that excite you?” the man asked.

      Xavier’s brow shot up to his hairline. In fact, it did, but the question was so blatant and titillating that he hardly knew what to do with himself.

      The handsome man must have seen that he had Xavier completely off-guard. He glanced around quickly, then pulled him off the path and down to the shadows near the base of one of the bridges spanning the lake. Judging by a muffled sound coming from the other end of the bridge, someone was already plying their trade in the shadows.

      The handsome man spun Xavier so that his back was against the foot of the bridge and started in on the buttons of his coat. “What do you like?” he murmured, leaning in to whisper against Xavier’s ear as he worked. “I can’t say I know what the going rate for anything is these days, but I’m certain we could negotiate.”

      “I—oh!” Xavier let out a shaky cry as the man sucked on his earlobe. He had the horrible feeling that his boots were sinking into the mud of the lakeshore, but his cock was going in a different direction entirely.

      Even more so when the handsome man finished with his coat and cupped his stiffening erection. He hummed as if impressed, “I see I have your attention.”

      “You have more than that,” Xavier croaked. Flirting? Was he flirting with the man? What was he thinking? It was near midnight in the middle of a royal park. He must have gone mad.

      But the handsome man smelled divine, and he was gorgeous, and as he leaned in, Xavier could feel the heat of his well-formed body, even through their clothes. It was everything Xavier could do to maintain his dignity of bearing when the man unfastened Xavier’s trousers and slipped his hand against his cock.

      “What do you say?” the man murmured, kissing Xavier’s neck. “A pound for a pound?”

      Xavier’s eyes popped open and he tensed. “That’s an exorbitant sum for a fumble in the dark.” He would have felt far more confident saying as much if his voice didn’t crack and if he wasn’t already leaking pre-come all over the man’s hand.

      “I told you I didn’t know the going rate for these things,” the man said, then shocked Xavier by slanting his mouth over his and devouring him with the single most sinful kiss Xavier had ever experienced.

      

      Perhaps this wasn’t such a bad idea after all. Desperation had pushed Alexander Plushenko into St. James’s Park that night, but something entirely different might come out of it. Zander had tried everything he could think of to raise the money he needed to pay the rent on his third-rate rooms in the West End after his rotten flatmate had absconded with an entire year’s worth of his savings. The ballet didn’t pay as much as it should have to anyone who wasn’t a principle, and there wasn’t time between rehearsals and performances for him to earn what he needed honestly. He’d balked at the idea when one of his fellow dancers took him aside and told him how he could earn a quick coin or two, but hunger and the threat of homelessness were powerful motivation to do the unthinkable.

      But there he was now, pressed up against the muddy base of a bridge in St. James’s Park, fondling the rather impressive cock of a sweet-looking young man with a proper accent, kissing him into oblivion. The lad had the most intriguing mouth as well, and surprisingly good breath for a man randomly cruising the park at night. Zander didn’t mind kissing him at all. In fact, he forgot about stroking him off entirely and just held him as he made love to the man’s mouth. He wanted to pluck the hat right off the gent’s head and run his free hand through his hair as well.

      “I think I’m doing this wrong,” he panted, breaking the kiss and leaning back a bit, though he couldn’t bring himself to remove his hand from the gent’s prick.

      “No, you’re doing it very right,” the gent sighed roughly. He grabbed the back of Zander’s head and yanked him in for another kiss.

      Zander threw caution to the wind, sliding his tongue along the gent’s and making a sound of surprise when the young man slipped his hand under the hem of Zander’s jacket to tug his shirt free from his trousers. The moment the gent’s long, slender fingers spread against the bare flesh of his belly, Zander knew he’d made a horrible miscalculation in targeting the man. He was young and lovely and eager as fuck, and in an instant, Zander couldn’t remember what he was supposed to be asking for, other than for the man to move his hand down a couple of inches.

      “Slow down, slow down,” the gent panted breaking away from Zander’s mouth and tilting his head back against the bridge. “I’m too close.” He’d knocked his hat askew.

      “Isn’t that the point?” Zander asked with a teasing grin, doing what he wanted to do and tossing the gent’s hat aside entirely so he could thread his fingers through his hair. It felt like strands of silk.

      The gent laughed. It was a low, vibrating sound that went straight to Zander’s prick. “When am I ever going to have the privilege of a handsome American getting me off again?” he asked. “I’d like to make it last, thank you. And, my God, you’re built like Adonis.”

      He’d managed to untuck Zander’s shirt entirely and had both hands spread across his abdomen. Having the man’s elegant hands on him in itself was heavenly—which was utterly mad, considering he was supposed to be engaged in the highly distasteful task of prostituting himself to pay the rent—but when the gent unfastened his trousers, he thought his knees might give out.

      “Let’s see if you’re built like a god everywhere,” the gent said, biting his lip as he glanced into Zander’s eyes.

      Zander thanked the stars above that there was enough light for him to see that impish look on the gent’s face. He had a certain gamine charm to him that never failed to fire Zander’s blood. If they’d met in a different place, under different circumstances….

      Hell, why was he worried about meeting the man under different circumstances? Different circumstances wouldn’t have enabled them to fondle each other’s cocks five minutes after meeting or thrust their tongues against each other’s while making ridiculous sounds of abandon, and he most certainly wouldn’t have wanted to miss out on that. He’d never wanted a man so instantly or so thoroughly in his life. He couldn’t explain why, but that hardly seemed to matter.

      “This is madness,” he laughed against the gent’s ear, kissing his neck, and jerking into his touch. “I’m supposed to be asking money for this.”

      “And I was just going to walk through the park so I could lie to my friends about going through with the dare,” the gent said.

      For some reason, that sent even more arousal flaring through Zander. “So I’m a dare, then?”

      “A dare I’m glad I took,” the gent panted, then grabbed Zander’s hips and yanked him close so they could grind together.

      Zander had gone into the park knowing there would be a fair chance he’d change his mind about what he was doing. Change his mind he did, but not in the way he’d anticipated. “Do you want to come home with me?” he whispered, heart racing. “Forget this tumble in the park nonsense. Do you want to spend the night with me?”

      “Oh, God, yes,” the gent said. “How far do you⁠—”

      His question was cut off by the shrill cry of a policeman’s whistle. More than one. Scuffling and curses came from the shadows on the other side of the bridge. The crackling tension in the air shifted from sensual to dangerous.

      “Shit.” Zander pulled away from the gent, tucking himself awkwardly back into his trousers.

      “Oh, God,” the gent said in an entirely different tone than he’d used just moments before.

      In the scant lamplight, Zander caught the terror in the young man’s eyes. He seemed frozen as well, as though his worst nightmare had come to fruition. Zander wasn’t about to see someone so lovely suffer the cruelty men like them were subject to at the hands of the police.

      “Come on,” he said, working fast to tuck the gent back into his trousers and to yank the front of his coat together. “You have to get out of here. Run as fast as you can and don’t look back.”

      “But what about you?” the gent said, still dazed, even though he pulled his boots up from the mud where they’d been standing and hurried up the riverbank to snatch his hat from the grass.

      The police whistles sounded again, nearer, and Zander caught sight of several shadows darting for safety.

      “Don’t worry about me,” he said, pushing the gent to run after them. “I’m more than capable of taking care of myself.”

      “Are you⁠—”

      “Go!” Zander shouted, no longer worried about staying quiet.

      He pushed the gent as hard as he could, then watched as he dashed away with the others.

      Zander’s relief only lasted for a moment, though. Just as he was breathing a sigh of relief that the sweet young gent had made it to safety, an officer raced toward him from the darkness and grabbed his arm.

      “Hold it right there, Nancy,” the man growled.

      “What is the meaning of this? I haven’t done anything.” Zander’s protest would have meant more if his trousers weren’t hanging open with his still hard cock straining for freedom.

      “You’re under arrest, sweetheart,” the policemen sneered.

      Zander cursed under his breath. He must have had the worst luck in the world. He didn’t try to fight as the officer jerked his arms behind his back to throw shackles on his wrists. He did, however, glance off in the direction his fine young gent had gone. To his horror, he saw the man’s pale, terrified face peeking out from the shadows, his delicious mouth dropped open in a silent shout of protest. There was nothing either of them could do about it, though. Zander had been caught like the idiot he was.

      All he could do was smile weakly at his gent and jerk his head, ordering him to go and save himself. The gent nodded, then disappeared into the night. Zander bitterly regretted the fact that he’d never see the lovely thing again or get a chance to finish what they’d started.
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      LIVERPOOL – MARCH 1891

      The RMS Umbria towered above every other ship along the Liverpool waterfront—or dock or marina or slip, or whatever the place where ships connected to the shore was called. Xavier knew as little about naval terminology as he did about the ocean itself, or about the vast country of America that he was about to see for the very first time. After a lifetime spent toiling away in the north of England, then in London for a matter of months, Xavier’s entire world was about to explode with experience and color. He could hardly wait.

      “Careful there, Xavier. You’ll strain your neck if you keep your head tilted back like that,” John Dandie—a friend of Blake’s who was traveling with them on the mission to retrieve young Lord Stanley from his erstwhile mother in New York—teased him. “And if you don’t stop gaping, a sea bird will fly straight into your mouth.”

      Xavier shut his mouth quickly and straightened from where he’d been gaping up at the goliath ship, one hand on his hat to keep it from tumbling off, well aware that John was teasing him. He’d nearly lost that hat once before, and he wasn’t keen to lose it now, but the Umbria was a modern marvel that he couldn’t stop staring at. It was a steam-powered ship with two massive smokestacks, but it was also fitted with three tall masts and auxiliary sails. Even from the gangplank, as Xavier walked aboard behind Blake and Niall, he could see that the ship was outfitted with the utmost luxury. He spotted a wide promenade that already had finely dressed ladies and gentlemen walking along it, as well as an upper deck toward the back of the ship where the second-class passengers roamed, waving goodbye to their friends on the shore. Smartly-dressed porters dashed this way and that along the decks, helping arriving passengers with their things or fetching refreshments for the first-class passengers.

      “You’re back to gaping again,” John chuckled. He walked behind where Xavier pushed a small trolley containing Blake’s and Niall’s trunks and his own suitcase for the journey. John seemed as excited about the voyage as Xavier was, but perhaps for a different set of reasons.

      Xavier glanced behind John to where Detective Arthur Gleason made up the fifth in their party. Xavier wasn’t entirely certain why the mysterious detective was coming to America to help them search for Lord Stanley, considering he had been their adversary during the first part of the search. But everyone who had been within ten yards of John Dandie and Arthur Gleason recently could feel the sexual tension enveloping the two men. It was as likely as not that they both saw the trip to New York as one long courtship dance. Xavier only hoped that the two of them could contain themselves long enough not to draw the attention of whatever police force was responsible for the ship.

      He'd had enough of police raids to last a lifetime after his incident in St. James’s Park months before. Not a day went by when he didn’t think about everything that had happened that night and blush. The mad dash to get away from the police had been a baptism by fire when it came to understanding the danger that men like him faced from carrying on in public. But what he truly couldn’t forget from that night was his handsome, American stranger, the man whose kiss he would carry with him for the rest of his life, whose taste would linger forever on his lips, and whose shape seemed to be imprinted on his hands now. He didn’t even know the man’s name, but forgetting him would be as impossible as forgetting the sunrise.

      “There we are,” Niall said once they’d stepped over the threshold and onto the ship proper. “It finally feels as though we’re getting somewhere.”

      “It will feel more like we’re getting somewhere once the ship departs,” Blake said with a sigh, removing his hat briefly so he could rub his forehead.

      “We will succeed, my lord,” Xavier told Blake with what he hoped was an encouraging smile.

      Blake smiled gratefully at Xavier, but from behind, Gleason asked, “Shouldn’t you be calling him ‘your grace’, since he’s a duke?” with a cheeky grin.

      Blake’s smile warmed. “I’ve been trying to convince Xavier to call me ‘Blake’ for the past two years, since he’s been one of the most faithful friends I’ve had in that time, but the man is a stickler for protocol. For him, ‘my lord’ is as informal as calling me ‘old chum’.”

      Xavier blushed, unable to decide whether he was offended by Blake’s teasing or flattered by it. John and Gleason laughed—although when they exchanged a look, John’s laughter turned brittle, and he snapped away with a frown, as though laughing with Gleason were a sign of weakness. He walked ahead to flag down one of the porters.

      “Every once in a while,” Blake went on, gesturing for them all to move out of the way so another party could board the ship behind them, “when Xavier is feeling particularly sentimental, he drops all pretense of formality and addresses me by the friendly endearment, ‘sir’.”

      Niall hid his chuckle behind his hand, but Gleason wasn’t so circumspect. “You old devil, you,” he ribbed Xavier.

      “Lord Selby may be a duke,” Xavier defended himself, “and as such, he may be entitled to be called whatever he chooses, but propriety must be observed in some way. I am only a valet.”

      “Come now, Xavier. You are much more than that to our family,” Blake said. “It’s all I can do to stop the girls from calling you ‘Uncle Xavier’.”

      Xavier blushed even harder at that. Lady Margaret and Lady Jessica were all sweetness and light. Blake and Niall weren’t the only ones who felt anxiety over leaving them in the care of Stephen and Max Siddel at the Darlington Gardens Orphanage—which stood nearly adjacent to their townhouse in Earl’s Court—for the duration of the journey to America. The girls had been thrilled to spend more than a month with their friends, but the adults were all desperately and sentimentally worried about them.

      John returned with the porter he’d snagged a moment later. “This fine lad says he can lead us straight to our cabins if we would just follow him.”

      “It would be my pleasure, sirs,” the porter said with a short bow.

      Xavier’s brow shot up. He’d never been bowed to in his life. He supposed how one was treated was all about who one was with.

      The porter led them along the deck to one of the entrances to the first class section of the ship at the front of the Umbria. Xavier could hardly drink in enough of everything he saw around him. The interior of the ship felt like a fine, if somewhat tight, hotel, complete with wood-paneled walls, velvet furnishings, and fine art hanging on the walls. To one side, he caught sight of an open door with a placard declaring it the Music Room above it and the stylish furnishings of the room beyond.

      They went the other way, though, traveling down a short flight of stairs—the porter helped transport their baggage down the stairs—to an equally well-appointed lower deck. Xavier caught sight of the promenade out one door, and a vast and sumptuous dining hall off to the other side. The hallway that the porter led them down, however, took them through a series of halls with identical doors marked with numbers.

      “Eighteen and nineteen are down that way,” the porter gestured in one direction, “and twenty and twenty-one are on the other side.” He signaled the opposite way.

      “Thank you,” Blake told the man with a smile, offering him a generous tip.

      The porter’s face lit up. “Anything you need for this voyage, your grace, just let me know. My name is Edward.”

      “Thank you, Edward.” Blake nodded to the young man.

      They waited for a moment as Edward scurried off. John and Gleason both veered off to cabins twenty and twenty-one, but Blake, Niall, and Xavier waited until the hall was deserted before moving to the other two.

      “Right,” Niall said. “Perhaps it is an abundance of caution, but let’s get my and Blake’s things set up in eighteen before anyone suspects we’re bunking together.”

      Xavier hid his smile as he wheeled the trolley with their trunks down the side corridor to the two doors facing each other near the end of the hall. Niall held the keys to both rooms and opened eighteen, stepping in and holding the door for Blake. Xavier grinned at that as well. Outsiders would turn up their nose or balk in disgust at the unique kind of love Blake and Niall had for one another, but the two were as in love and devoted to each other as any couple Xavier had ever seen. They were affectionate when they thought they could get away with it—and sometimes when they couldn’t—and the care and sweetness they showed each other always left Xavier sighing with longing. Who said there was no such thing as romance for men like them?

      He unloaded the trunks with Niall’s help, then insisted on unpacking them and hanging both Blake’s and Niall’s suits in the tiny wardrobe on one side of the room. The cabin itself was astoundingly luxurious. Xavier hadn’t known what to expect, but the furnishings were as fine as anything he’d seen in the estates he’d visited, the bed seemed comfortable and spacious, and the series of large portholes along one side of the room let in a decent amount of light. There were gaslights as well, but they wouldn’t be needed until later.

      “You don’t have to fuss over all that now,” Blake said when Xavier was only halfway through putting away his things and noting to himself what needed to be pressed. “Why don’t you settle in to your own cabin, unpack your things, then take a stroll around the ship to gauge the lay of the land, as it were.”

      “Gauge the lay of the sea?” Niall offered.

      Blake laughed.

      Xavier stood straight after putting away one of Blake’s suits and tried not to look awkward. “My cabin, my lord?” he asked. They hadn’t discussed the details of where, exactly, on the ship Xavier would be staying. He assumed Blake had booked second-class passage for him and that he’d spend a good part of his journey rushing back and forth along the length of the ship.

      Instead, Blake handed him the key to cabin nineteen. “It’s all yours. First-class passage for a first-class friend.”

      Xavier’s mouth hung open as he accepted the key from Blake. “Are you certain, my lord?” he asked, a bit hoarse.

      Blake grinned. “When else is a boy from West Riding going to get the chance to cross the Atlantic in the most luxurious accommodations money can buy?”

      “I—I shouldn’t, my lord,” Xavier said, turning the key over in his hands as though it would lead to a treasure trove. “It’s above my station.”

      “Your station is whatever I say it is,” Blake told him, clapping a hand on his shoulder. “Consider this a gift for everything you’ve been forced to put up with because of me these last few months.” He was solemn, so Xavier merely nodded in answer. “Now go.” Blake thumped his arm. “Take your bag and get settled in your opulent surroundings. And I am serious about taking a turn about the ship to let us know where all of the hiding places and rendezvous nooks are located.” He winked sportingly.

      Xavier flushed and reached for the mostly empty trolley. “Thank you so much, sir,” he said, swelling with pride and affection. “I’ll just return this while I’m at it, and if there is anything else you need from me at any point in the journey⁠—”

      “I’ll track you down, crack the whip, and put you to work,” Blake said.

      Xavier sent his employer a final, grateful grin before taking the trolley and his things and wheeling them out into the hall. He was glad that Blake was in one of his rare, cheery moods, and he hoped that after Niall shut the door behind him, the two of them would spend a few cozy minutes before letting the cares of their mission and the world weigh on them. They deserved all the happiness they could get after what they’d gone through.

      Once he returned from handing the trolley off to a crewman in the hall, Xavier let himself into cabin nineteen. He drew in a breath of excitement as he carried his suitcase into the room and deposited it on the wide bed. The room was a mirror image of the one Blake and Niall were sharing, which humbled Xavier. He truly didn’t deserve to share the same sort of accommodations as a duke, but now that the key was in his hand, he raced through putting his things away so that he could feel like the room was home. Even if it would only be home for a week or less. The voyage could take anywhere from five to seven days, depending on weather, which was a modern marvel itself. The part of him that was inexperienced with travel couldn’t wait to discover more about how a goliath of a ship could speed across a vast ocean in no time at all.

      Once unpacking was done, the real excitement began. Xavier left his cabin and explored his way through the first-class hallway, seeing what there was to see. The rooms themselves didn’t hold much interest, except in terms of how many of them there were. He’d read somewhere that the Umbria could carry well over three hundred passengers. The public rooms at the far end of the first-class hall were far more captivating than the rooms. The dining hall was vast and pretty, with an open balcony above that led to the music room. Whatever orchestra had been engaged to entertain passengers would be heard by diners as they ate. First-class also contained a smoking room for the gentlemen, a few parlors, and special sitting rooms for ladies.

      The deck and promenade were far more intriguing to Xavier, though. The promenade was covered and ran the length of the ship on the same deck where his and his friends’ cabins were located. The upper deck was open to the sun and the sky directly above the promenade. That was where Xavier found he wanted to be so that he could watch the last passengers climb aboard and marvel at all the things he’d marveled at earlier. The ship wasn’t scheduled to depart for another hour, but the deck was teeming with people who had come up to wave the shore goodbye.

      He started around the deck, making his way from the section that was primarily first class to the back of the ship, where second class began. He was curious to see what the difference in accommodation for the classes were, but almost immediately, something else caught his eye and froze his steps. It pushed the air from his lungs and sent his heart racing.

      There he was, leaning against the ship’s railing and staring out at the shore with a pensive look, his gorgeous American. He was even more handsome in the daylight than he’d been in the shadows of St. James’s Park. His broad shoulders were hunched slightly, he was thinner and paler than Xavier had imagined him to be, and his expressive face seemed filled with troubles, but he was undoubtedly the man Xavier hadn’t been able to stop thinking or dreaming about since that embarrassing, wonderful night in November.

      As if he could feel him looking, the handsome man of his dreams turned and stared right at him. Xavier felt even more glued to the ground, heat rising up his neck to his face, particularly when the man burst into an amazed smile and straightened. His frame was even more powerful and graceful than Xavier remembered it to be, and as he pushed away from the railing and strode toward him, Xavier’s heart ran riot in his chest.

      “If you only knew how wide your eyes are right now, you’d be as afraid as I am that they’re about to pop right out of your head,” the man said, smiling broadly enough to reveal his astoundingly perfect teeth.

      “I…I didn’t…I couldn’t….” Xavier blinked and cursed himself for sounding like a complete idiot in the face of the man who had given him the best kiss of his life. And who had had his hand down his trousers. That was a terrible thing to remember on a crowded deck in the middle of the afternoon. His cock didn’t seem to care about etiquette and propriety, though.

      The handsome man thrust out the same hand, nearly making Xavier whimper with delight. “Alexander Plushenko,” he said. “My friends call me Zander.”

      “Am I a friend?” Xavier croaked.

      Zander’s smile widened. “As soon as you take my hand and tell me your name you will be.”

      Xavier pinched his eyes shut for a half second, calling himself every name imaginable, and grasped Zander’s hand. It was large and warm and immediately reminded him of all the things it could do. “Xavier Lawrence,” he managed to squeak out.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you again, Xavier.” Zander smiled, his eyes dancing with excitement. He didn’t seem to want to return Xavier’s hand.

      “Oh, God,” Xavier gulped, his smile turning into a look of horror. “I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry.” He pulled his hand out of Zander’s grip, suddenly feeling like the worst sort of cad imaginable.

      “For what?” Zander asked, losing his smile as well.

      “I ran.” Xavier winced painfully. “I fled like a coward and abandoned you to the police. I…I should have stayed, I should have tried to do something to help you.”

      Zander clapped a hand on his arm. “You did the right thing. I set myself up for that mess. If you’d stayed, you would have been arrested too.”

      “Arrested?” Xavier felt worse than ever. “You were arrested?”

      Zander nodded. “Caught with my willy out and everything. Fortunately,” he went on with more cheer than Xavier thought the situation called for, “I argued that I’d just been relieving myself.”

      Xavier flinched. “They didn’t believe that, did they?”

      “They couldn’t prove otherwise.” Zander shrugged. “They didn’t catch me with anyone. Which meant I only spent three months in jail on charges of sodomy before the case went to court and the charges were dropped instead of being sentenced to two years of hard labor.”

      Xavier’s stomach twisted so tightly he thought he might be sick. “I’m so sorry,” he repeated. “That must have been a nightmare.”

      “It wasn’t the best Christmas I’ve ever spent, no,” Zander replied.

      Xavier felt even worse. He’d spent a jolly Christmas in Darlington Gardens, watching Blake’s girls and Stephen and Max’s orphans get up to mischief and defend them all from a police raid. Zander had likely spent it alone in a cold cell, being mistreated in the worst of ways. He owed the man so much to make up for everything.

      “I don’t know what I can do to make amends for it all,” he began.

      Before he could finish, they were hailed with a call of, “You two! You look like fine, strapping men. Come over here and help.”

      Both Xavier and Zander turned to find a steely, grey-haired, old woman dressed to the nines being followed up the gangplank by an exhausted and sweating porter pushing a trolley stacked high with trunks and traveling bags. The woman must have been eighty if she were a day, and she snapped her fingers at Xavier and Zander.

      “Well?” she huffed in her sharp, American accent. “Don’t just stand there like signposts. Do as you’re told and help me with my things.”

      Zander turned to Xavier with a bright and mischievous smile. Rather than telling the old lady that they weren’t ship’s crew, Zander murmured, “This should be fun,” and tugged on Xavier’s cuff to pull him closer to the old woman.
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      A hundred different emotions, each more powerful than the next, slammed into Zander at once when he glanced across the Umbria’s deck and spotted his gentleman from St. James’s Park—joy that squeezed his heart, shame over the way they’d parted, regret over the way they’d met, and deep, pulsing hope that this time he could do things right. After the indignities and humiliations he’d suffered for the last five months, all he wanted was to do one thing right.

      Xavier—that was his gent’s name, and how funny that their names had a natural rhythm to them that fit together—was even more handsome in daylight than he’d been in the shadows of St. James’s Park. He had a sort of brightness and glow about him as Zander grinned and tugged him over to the trolley of trunks belonging to the old woman that the sweating ship’s porter was struggling with. Xavier was surprisingly agile as he leapt to steady one of the suitcases piled on top of the trunks, his graceful hands stopping the whole pile from spilling over.

      But it was Xavier’s intelligent, brown eyes, so full of soul, that Zander couldn’t look away from as he took the trolley’s handle from the porter and steered it toward the doorway to first class. Zander hadn’t had an adequate look at those eyes in the dark, but now he wanted to do nothing more than
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