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      DARLINGTON GARDENS, EARL’S COURT, LONDON – DECEMBER, 1890

      Waking up in London was worlds away from waking up in the dozy, Yorkshire countryside. Dawn was only just beginning to break, sending a cold, hazy light through the gap in the curtains covering the window that faced out onto the small park in the middle of the square that was Darlington Gardens. Blake shifted and drew in a deep breath, trying to hold onto sleep for just a few minutes more. It felt like years since he’d slept properly, and he intended to make the most of his newfound contentment.

      The source of that blissful contentment slept next to him. With a lazy grin, Blake rolled over and reached for Niall, snuggling against his naked body and sighing happily. It had been six weeks since Blake and Niall, and Blake’s two daughters, Greta and Jessie, had moved to London and taken up residence in one of the townhouses in Darlington Gardens, but Blake still felt as though the simple act of nestling his naked body against Niall’s as the two of them slept, not a soul in the world caring that the two of them were together, and the vast majority of the people who knew Blake not even aware of where he was or what he was doing, was a miracle.

      Things were still far from perfect. Blake’s soon-to-be ex-wife, Annamarie, was missing somewhere in England and she had his son and heir to the Selby dukedom, Alan, with her. But John Dandie had every resource at his disposal invested in locating them and Annamarie’s lover, Ian Archibald, a former university classmate of Blake’s and Niall’s, who was likely responsible for what amounted to kidnapping and extortion. The gnawing restlessness of being separated from his son was a constant presence in Blake’s mind, but it was matched and countered by the absolute joy of being together with Niall again in every way that mattered and having his daughters with them.

      Blake was well on his way to falling back into sleep, an arm and leg thrown over Niall, generating even more warmth under the copious layers of blankets covering them in the frosty room. The fire had gone out at some point during the night—something that had been happening frequently, since Blake’s valet, Xavier, was the only servant they’d hired to tend the house so far—but the cold snap in the room only made snuggling with Niall that much more enjoyable.

      Outside, even though it was still mostly dark, the square was already coming to life. Horses clopped along the paved street, likely drawing wagons delivering everything from coal to meat to the houses that made up Darlington Gardens. The dog that Stephen Siddel had let the girls of his orphanage—two doors down from Blake and Niall’s home—adopt barked at something. The quiet voices of servants from the other houses and tradesmen bartering just barely filtered through the more distant sound of traffic from the major road that ran parallel to the other side of the square. Even at dawn, the city was filled with sound and people. Blake had spent most of his life in the quiet country, but for the first time, even with the racket, he felt like he was home.

      Awareness of the buzzing city banished his last hope of sleeping in, so he turned his focus to Niall. His adored lover was still asleep, his chest rising and falling steadily as he lay on his back. Blake grinned against Niall’s bare shoulder and raked his fingers through the light hair on his chest, feeling Niall’s heartbeat. His grin widened and he kissed and nipped Niall’s shoulder as he moved his hand to tease Niall’s nipple, then ventured slowly downward across the firm, flat plane of Niall’s belly. When he reached Niall’s already half-erect cock and stroked down to grasp his balls, Niall sucked in a breath, waking.

      Blake couldn’t repress his laughter as Niall tensed and blinked before turning his head to stare blearily at him. “Are you fondling me in my sleep?” he asked in a slurred, barely awake voice.

      “No,” Blake teased him. “Because you’re awake now. Very awake.” He proved his point by stroking Niall more enthusiastically, taking special care to stimulate the flared tip of Niall’s prick with a light touch.

      Niall groaned in a way Blake suspected was meant to convey mock disapproval, but ended up proving just how much Niall liked to be awakened that way, and stretched. He twisted his arm that was trapped between the two of them, seeking out Blake’s own morning erection to return the favor. Blake helped him along by shifting so that Niall could handle him fully, then let out a sigh of deep approval at the sensation. That wasn’t quite enough on its own, so he rocked into Niall’s touch, sighing louder as he did.

      At least until Niall laughed, “You’re incorrigible.”

      Blake paused his stroking to lift himself on one arm and grin down at Niall. The man was gorgeous first thing in the morning, hair tousled, eyes puffy from sleep, utterly relaxed. “You like me this way,” he said, scooting closer and brushing his hand over Niall’s chest and side for a moment before resuming his attention on his cock.

      “What way?” Niall continued to laugh, affection, contentment, and pleasure sparkling in his blue eyes.

      “Insatiable,” Blake murmured, dipping closer and stealing a kiss from Niall’s warm lips. “Oversexed.” He nudged his way between Niall’s legs and balanced over top of him, kissing him longer and harder. “Ready for it all the time.” He kissed Niall a third time, arching his hips so that their cocks rubbed together.

      Niall gasped, then moaned at the contact, gripping Blake’s sides under the covers. “God, do I ever,” he groaned before another passionate kiss from Blake drowned out anything else he might have said.

      It was pure, undiluted, perfection. Blake made no apologies for being hungry for it all the time after ten years without a shred of real pleasure or love. Niall was the love of his life, and fate and circumstance had kept them apart for far too long. All that was over now, and he intended to enjoy his lover to the fullest as often as he possibly could. He reached between them, grasping both of their pricks together and jerking in a way designed to bring them both to quick and satisfying orgasms.

      He was well on his way to achieving that goal—and could tell from the tension in his body that Niall was too—when the bedroom door creaked open, letting in a burst of light.

      “Papa, I’ve just had a horrible thought,” seven-year-old Jessie said in a small, bleary morning voice from the doorway.

      Blake and Niall both went rigid with shock and embarrassment, and a dozen other emotions that Blake was sure he would never recover from. He thanked God for thick bedcovers and a room that was dark, but there was no way at all to hide his and Niall’s bare shoulders, or the fact that Blake was clearly on top of Niall and their mouths had been locked together when Jessie saw them.

      “Darling, what are you doing out of bed so early?” Blake managed to say in a shaky voice.

      He did his best to wriggle off of Niall and to face Jessie, but in his current condition, there was no possible way he could throw back the bedcovers or get out of bed. Since Niall couldn’t possibly have gotten away either, the best he could do was to rest on his side behind Blake, holding his breath as though he was waiting to see just how dire the situation was.

      “I had a bad thought,” Jessie said, making her way to the bed as though she intended to climb in with Blake, the way she always had when they lived at Selby Manor in Yorkshire. She was wrapped in a thick robe, her hair a tangled mess, and her eyes droopy, as though she wasn’t fully awake. Blake had a moment of serious, erection-withering panic as Jessie reached the bed, but fortunately, she stopped before getting in. Worry clouded her sweet, young face as she asked, “What if Father Christmas doesn’t know where to find us this year?”

      Blake swallowed hard, glancing over his shoulder at Niall. Surely, Jessie must have seen him there. Niall wasn’t exactly hiding under the covers, and even if he had been, Jessie had most certainly walked in on them entwined. He shifted back to Jessie, reaching out a hand to stroke her head, and said, “Sweetheart, Father Christmas knows where we are now.”

      “Are you certain?” Jessie narrowed her eyes, looking a bit more awake, and bit her lip.

      “Yes, dear. He’s Father Christmas, after all,” Blake told her.

      “But we moved to London so quickly,” Jessie went on. “He might not have had time to update his list.”

      A thread of suspicion had Blake raising one eyebrow. “Did someone tell you Father Christmas wouldn’t be able to find you this year?”

      Jessie nodded and said, “Ursula said Father Christmas is very busy this time of year.”

      “Ursula from Stephen’s orphanage?” Niall asked, peering over Blake’s bare shoulder at Jessie.

      Jessie’s gaze shifted to him and she nodded. Nothing at all in her expression or her stance indicated she thought it was unusual for Niall to be in bed with her papa. “She said it could take him years to update his list.”

      “No, sweetheart, Ursula is wrong.” Blake scooted forward as much as he dared so that he could kiss Jessie’s cheek awkwardly. “I promise you that Father Christmas will find us this year. You’ll see. Now go back to bed, and I’ll be up to help you get dressed in a bit.”

      “Yes, Papa.” Jessie smiled and leaned forward to kiss Blake’s cheek, then skipped back to the doorway. At the last minute, she turned to ask, “Papa, why aren’t you and Niall wearing night shirts? It’s cold.”

      Blake’s mouth fell open, and he stammered and stuttered, no idea how to come up with an explanation.

      “We have too many blankets on the bed, so we took them off because we got hot,” Niall offered.

      “Oh.” Jessie said, blinked, then shrugged and continued on her way.

      “Darling, shut the door behind you,” Blake called after her.

      Jessie skipped back to shut the door—a little too loudly. As soon as she did, Blake let out a heavy breath and collapsed to his side. Niall, on the other hand, had the audacity to laugh as he tumbled to his back and covered his face with his hands.

      “It’s not funny,” Blake scolded him, shifting to his side and glaring at Niall. “I think my soul left my body the moment she threw open the door.”

      “Why doesn’t the door have a lock again?” Niall asked, still laughing, his face red in the dim light.

      “I’ll be getting one immediately,” Blake said, sliding out of bed and crossing to flick the switch that turned on the brand-new electric lights that illuminated the room. All of the houses being built in Earl’s Court, whether they were in Darlington Gardens and part of The Brotherhood’s enclave or not, had been built with the very latest in electrical and plumbing technology. Blake felt as though he were living in a modern marvel, but it still hadn’t been enough to keep his daughter from walking in on him at the most delicate moment possible.

      “How on earth are we going to explain to Jessie what she saw?” he asked as he walked into the washroom that had been built adjacent to the bedroom. He turned on the sink and splashed ice-cold water over his face.

      A moment later, Niall was in the washroom with him, embracing him from behind and pressing the erection he still had against Blake’s backside. “I’m not sure we’ll have to explain anything. I don’t think she had the slightest clue what she was looking at, and in my experience, the less said to the ignorant the better.” He glanced at the picture the two of them made in the mirror that hung above the sink and said to Blake’s reflection. “Any interest in finishing what we started?”

      Blake laughed ironically, even though the sight of Niall’s arms around him, their heads close together and their mouths still pink from kisses, warmed him in ways he couldn’t begin to express. “Not until we invest in a lock,” he said. “Jessie might come back and bring Greta with her.”

      Niall laughed low in his throat, kissed the side of Blake’s neck lingeringly, then stepped away, smacking Blake’s bare backside as he did. “I’ll purchase a lock the moment the stores open,” he said before heading back into the bedroom.

      Blake watched him go, joy filling his heart in spite of the fright they’d had. After a decade of wandering in the proverbial wilderness, how was it possible for him to be so happy? Was it right for him to feel such a sense of love and rightness when Alan was still in Annamarie and Ian’s hands?

      That thought sobered him a bit and helped him focus on his morning toilet, dressing, and making his way downstairs to see if the cook they’d hired had breakfast ready. He had full faith in John Dandie and his contacts to locate Alan and return him. John had already initiated divorce proceedings on his behalf, so as soon as Annamarie was located, all she would have to do was sign a piece of paper and they would both be free. He and the girls would stay hidden in Earl’s Court in the meantime, which suited him just fine. In spite of being a duke, Blake had discovered he rather liked the life of a middle-class housewife.

      “Girls, we need to have a frank discussion about privacy,” he said with a serious look once all five of them—him and Blake, Greta, Jessie, and Xavier—were all seated at the breakfast table, enjoying ham, eggs, toast, and tea. “Situations have changed, and you cannot simply leap into my bed whenever you have a nightmare or a bad thought, as you did before.” His face burned red as he glanced from his right hand, where Greta sat, to his left, were Jessie watched him with an innocent smile.

      “Is that because Niall sleeps in your bed now, Papa?” Greta asked, sipping her tea as though she were asking if it was going to snow in time for Christmas.

      Xavier dropped his fork against his plate—the poor man still wasn’t used to being treated like a member of the family instead of a servant, no matter how many reassurances Blake made to him, nor was he used to such frank talk—and Niall snorted as though he’d tried to hold back a laugh.

      Blake opted for simple honesty and prayed he wouldn’t have to explain. “Yes, it is.”

      Greta and Jessie exchanged a look across the table that made Blake wonder if the two had had a wager of some sort, and if so, which of them had won.

      Greta finished her sip of tea, set her cup down, picked up her toast, and casually said, “Mr. Siddel and Max sleep in the same bed as well.”

      Xavier dropped his fork a second time, his face going beet red as he coughed.

      “Is that so?” Niall asked, seemingly nonplussed.

      “Yes,” Jessie said. “That’s what Jane told me.”

      Blake opened his mouth, on the verge of asking Jessie what she thought about the arrangement, but when Niall shook his head slightly, he changed tack. “You girls don’t mind doing your lessons with the girls at the orphanage, do you? We need to hire a maid, and I was thinking of hiring a governess as well, but—”

      “No! I don’t want a governess!”

      “I love doing lessons at the orphanage!”

      The rush of protest from the girls was enough to banish the idea of a governess from Blake’s mind. In truth, he was glad to have one less thing to worry about and one fewer person who might alert the rest of the world to where his odd family was.

      “That’s settled, then,” he said. Everyone else at the table was treating the meal and the conversation as if they were perfectly normal—except perhaps Xavier, who looked as stunned as if he’d fallen through the looking glass—so he went on as though nothing were out of the ordinary. “When Niall and I drop you off at the orphanage after breakfast before we run our errands—” which involved checking in with John about the latest developments in the search for Annamarie, paying a call to his bank about freezing more of the assets Annamarie was attempting to get her hands on, and dropping by the Concord Theater so Niall could check on the latest box office take of his current play, “—we’ll ask Mr. Siddel if he requires any further sort of payment to educate you little minxes.”

      The girls giggled and continued with their breakfast. Blake shot a look to Niall to see what he thought. It was mad of him to think so, but ever since he and Niall had committed to living out the rest of their lives as one, Blake felt the need to clear any financial decision with Niall, even though his money was technically his own.

      “I think that sounds like a brilliant idea,” Niall
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