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      NEW YORK CITY – UPTOWN – SEPTEMBER, 1891

      Kelsey Jamison III was everything that New York high society could possibly have wanted in an industrial heir. He was handsome, with his rakish, honey-blond hair, blue eyes, and pronounced cheekbones, he was charming and easy to converse with, and he wore the opulence and finery of his class well.

      And yet he still managed to be a colossal disappointment to his family in every way.

      “Stop picking at your food, boy,” his father, Kelsey Jamison Jr., growled at him from the head of the long, ornately set table in the family’s Manhattan brownstone. “That’s Lobster Thermidor you’re wasting as if it were moldy bread from a soup kitchen, and I won’t have waste like that.”

      Kelsey snapped a vicious scowl toward his father, bristling with resentment. He was twenty-two years old, goddammit, not some baby that should be addressed like nanny needed to tan his hide.

      Not that he wouldn’t gleefully accept a damn good spanking now and then, but he preferred it to be given by rough trade and not a nanny.

      His sister, Grace, made things infinitely worse when she leaned across the corner of the table to their father, batted her eyelashes, and said, “I would never waste Lobster Thermidor, Daddy.”

      And as if Kelsey didn’t already have enough salt in his wounds, his father grinned indulgently at Grace, patted her cheek, and said, “No, of course, you wouldn’t, sweet pea,” in a treacly-sweet voice.

      Grace simpered and smiled at their father, then straightened and went back to picking apart her supper, making it look as though she were eating everything when, in fact, she was merely spreading it around her plate to disguise how little she ate. Looks were everything to Grace—from the latest fashions she wore to the way she styled her hair to the lengths she went to in order to keep her figure svelte. Lobster Thermidor would get in the way of that.

      “Mmm, yummy. You simply must try some of this, Brucey dear,” she said, taking a large forkful of lobster dripping with sauce and twisting to her other side to feed it to her fiancé, Bruce Vanderburg. That was the other way Grace got away with eating as little as possible to preserve her figure—by feeding what she’d been given to someone else, usually Bruce.

      “Lovely, darling,” Bruce said in his deep, manly voice, his mouth full, buttery wine sauce dripping from one corner.

      Bruce was traditionally handsome with a square jaw, broad shoulders, and a perfect chin. He was built like an athlete and had a deep, commanding voice that made lesser men cower in their boots. In short, he was everything that made Kelsey go instantly hard and made him want to drop to his knees. But fine physical form and a commanding presence wasn’t enough to make up for the fact that Bruce was an absolute jackass whom Kelsey despised. He wouldn’t let his sister’s fiancé touch him if Bruce were the last man on earth.

      “Delicious as always,” Bruce said, grinning at Grace as though she were already his most prized possession, even though the wedding wouldn’t be until Christmas.

      Kelsey half hoped that, because of the way he knew full well Bruce and Grace—and God knew who else with them—carried on behind closed bedroom doors, it would necessitate moving the wedding up as quickly as possible. That way his sister could experience the sort of embarrassment and gossip Kelsey was subjected to on a nearly daily basis.

      As if to echo that thought, his father lost the indulgent smile he wore for Grace and scowled at Kelsey again. “And just why haven’t you followed in your sister’s footsteps and found yourself a mate worthy of the Jamison family name?” he demanded.

      Kelsey was sorely tempted to snap back that his father was already about to get one son-in-law, and he wouldn’t take too kindly to gaining another. There was no point in reminding his family yet again that he was an aberration and a disappointment. His father knew what and whom he liked, he just chose to ignore it.

      “I suppose I just haven’t found the right one,” Kelsey answered in a deliberately fey voice. It was the closest he would come to antagonizing his father with his proclivities.

      “Not that any acceptable young lady would want the first thing to do with you,” Grace muttered. She narrowed her eyes across the table to Kelsey in disgust, then turned a simpering, flirtatious look to Bruce. “Girls these days want manly men who can protect them and care for them and keep them in line.” She added a ridiculous giggle to the end of her statement and bit her lip.

      Bruce made a rumbling sound at her in return, and if they hadn’t been sitting at the dinner table, dressed in formalwear, Kelsey was relatively certain Bruce would have either kissed her or slapped her ass.

      The absolute worst of it was that Kelsey wanted exactly what Grace said that girls these days wanted. He craved a big, strapping man who would put him in his place. He wanted to be protected and cared for as well. He needed it like he needed the air in his lungs.

      It was all impossible, of course. Uptown industrial heirs did not crave dominance from other men. They married uptown industrial heiresses and lived sad, loveless lives, holding their breaths and pinching their nose as they created more colorless, dull heirs to carry on the family name and grow the family fortune. The entire idea of family turned Kelsey’s stomach.

      He reached for his wine, taking a long swig as Grace continued to laugh and tease Bruce by feeding him more of her supper…and dripping butter all over the tablecloth and Bruce’s suit. Their father ignored the childish behavior as he ate his expensive food as though it would all be taken away from him a moment later, dripping a good bit of butter on the tablecloth himself.

      Kelsey finished the rest of his wine in a few gulps, set the glass on the table, then gestured for Johnny, the footman attending their supper, to refill his glass. He did his best to hide his sneer when Grace dropped a piece of lobster in Bruce’s lap, then proceeded to retrieve it with her hand in a way that had Bruce sucking in a quick breath.

      “Thanks,” he murmured to Johnny once his wine glass was refilled, then gulped more, hoping the alcohol would kick in soon.

      He hated his family with the fire of a thousand suns. But if he were honest with himself, he adored the idea of family in general. And as far as he was concerned, he had a much better family elsewhere. His friends at The Slippery Slope were more of a family to him than anyone with the last name Jamison ever had been. His fellow Frilly Knickerbockers—as his particular group of friends had been dubbed—were like brothers to him. Graham Ravenswood and Alonzo Russo were like fathers to him, even though they weren’t old enough to be so. The Slippery Slope was where he truly belonged, where he found the sort of acceptance he’d craved his entire life.

      The Jamison mansion, with all its luxuries and finery, was more of a prison than Ludlow Street Jail ever could be, as evidenced by the conversation that continued around him.

      “How did you leave things with the worker’s association this afternoon?” his father asked Bruce, wiping melted butter from his chin. “I take it we won’t have any more trouble from them?”

      “Not a peep,” Bruce said with a smile. “I fired the men who brought their complaints to me and threatened to do the same or cut the wages of the men and women who supported them.”

      Fury burned in Kelsey’s gut that threatened to sour the wine he’d just drunk.

      The feeling intensified when Grace stuck out her bottom lip and echoed his sentiments in the most mocking way by saying, “That’s plain mean, Daddy. Those men work for you.”

      “And they’d better keep their heads down and their hands on their sewing machines and scissors if they want to stay that way,” their father said. “I don’t run a charity, I run a garment factory. I don’t have the time or the money to coddle working men who are little better than draft animals.”

      “Well said.” Bruce raised his glass as if to toast Kelsey’s father. “The hierarchy of man must be maintained at all times, Bunny,” he explained to Grace, speaking to her as though she were an infant.

      Grace made a short, pouting sound, stuck her bottom lip out farther, then said, “I suppose you’re right. I always did think those people who work for you are disgusting, Daddy. Can’t you find any that speak English and don’t smell?”

      Kelsey clutched his wine glass so hard he was surprised it didn’t shatter. If it weren’t for the fact that his father’s garment factory provided desperately needed wages for hard-working men and women who had just arrived in America, he would have been tempted to burn the whole thing down. He’d avoided becoming involved in the factory because he couldn’t stomach the conditions there, but there were times when the guilt of his inaction weighed on him as heavily as everything else that made him hate his family…and himself.

      “The problem is solved for now,” Bruce went on, leaning back in his chair in an imitation of Kelsey’s father’s pose. “But you know they’ll get noisy again at some point. We should think about putting measures in place to prevent future interruptions.”

      “Yes, I agree,” Kelsey’s father said. He then smiled broadly at Bruce. “I can always count on you, son, can’t I.”

      It shouldn’t have stung. Kelsey should have been completely indifferent to his father calling another man “son” at this point. But Bruce was everything that he wasn’t, everything that his father had always wanted in a son and heir. Bruce was bold and arrogant and strong, whereas Kelsey had always been sensitive and slight. Kelsey had known from an early age he would never be able to live up to his father’s expectations, he just hadn’t known he’d be replaced so thoroughly.

      He'd had enough for one night, that much was certain.

      “If you’ll excuse me,” he said, pushing his chair back and starting to stand, his mind and heart already halfway to The Slippery Slope.

      His father stopped him with a bark of, “You are not excused. Sit!”

      Like the damned fool he was, Kelsey immediately sat down again. Rancor burned in his heart and turned his stomach as he glared at his father, jaw hard with resentment.

      “The time has come for you to step up and do your duty to your family, boy,” he went on.

      Kelsey’s gut churned with foreboding. “What does that mean, sir?” he asked.

      “I’ve been talking to Richard Wallace,” his father said. Kelsey merely stared at him. Wallace was another garment manufacturer in the city, one of Kelsey’s father’s biggest rivals. “He has a daughter, Evangeline.”

      Kelsey had to swallow hard to keep himself from vomiting up all the wine he’d just drunk. He knew where his father was going with the statement, so there was no need to ask about it.

      “I’ve decided that you should show an interest in her,” his father went on.

      “In Evangeline Wallace?” Grace piped up from the corner of the table. “That pitiful little mouse?”

      “She is Wallace’s only child, and a merger of our two families would mean the eventual merger of our two businesses,” Kelsey’s father said to him, frowning. He then turned to Grace with a softer look. “Knowing you would be the making of her, sweetheart.”

      Grace pouted and whimpered. “But, Daddy, she’s just so…awful. If you’re going to pick out a sister-in-law for me, can’t she be someone lively and gay?”

      Kelsey reached for his wine glass, draining everything he hadn’t already drunk. “I’m not marrying anyone,” he said. Though, coward as he was, he said it in a quiet voice. He then stood. “I’m going out,” he went on, determined not to be waylaid by ridiculous merger plans again. “I might not be back until Monday.”

      It was as if his father hadn’t even heard him.

      “What about Janie Norton?” Grace asked, her face lighting up. “She’s every sort of fun.”

      “Miss Norton is already engaged to Mr. Peterson,” their father said, giving Grace his full attention.

      “Dammit. What about Helen Geary?” Grace asked on.

      “Now, sweetheart, you know Kelsey can’t marry a Geary,” their father said.

      Kelsey didn’t stick around to find out the reason why. It probably had to do with some silly feud his father had created with the head of the Geary family. High society in Manhattan was as bad as the gangs of downtown when it came to feuds and vendettas.

      And yet, Kelsey would rather have spent his entire life downtown than endure another moment in uptown luxury.

      He left the house without saying a word to anyone or taking anything but his wallet and hat with him. He had everything he needed down in The Bowery, and the sooner he got there the better.

      He was in such a miserable rush to get to the one place where he felt as though he could be himself that he sprung for the extravagant expense of a cab to take him there instead of hopping on one of the streetcars. The cab cost too much, but money was the one problem Kelsey didn’t have—thanks to the merciless way his father drove the poor men and women who worked for him.

      He tried not to think about it. If he dwelled on his father’s business, he would be so consumed with disgust that he wouldn’t be able to draw breath.

      Instead, he thought about what awaited him at The Slope. He wondered if Beckett was back from his family’s house in the Poconos yet, or if he was spending another few weeks there. He speculated about whether Lawrence pulled that young clerk from his father’s office that he had his eye on. He wondered if The Five had made any progress with their business plans, and what the business they were keeping so secret was to begin with.

      And, of course, he thought about the handsome, older stranger he’d shared a moment with the night Morton had been defeated.

      He sucked in a breath and smiled warmly as he remembered the intriguing man. He’d been everything Kelsey had always dreamed of and more. The man was devilishly handsome, with a strong jaw, smoldering eyes, and just a touch of silver in his dark hair. The more Kelsey thought about it, the more he figured the man couldn’t even be forty yet, but he had the feel of experience about him.

      Not to mention an aura of dominance.

      The way he had commanded Kelsey to go home and sleep off his high had done things to him. Wicked things. Even though the man had called him “boy”, like his father did, the feeling that word sparked in him couldn’t have been more different from the way he was made to feel at home. It had made him want to live up to the term of endearment in every way.

      Kelsey let out a salacious hum and settled into the corner of the cab, hugging himself. The man had made him feel like heaven. And he hadn’t been back to The Slippery Slope in a month. Kelsey had looked for him every night. He was beginning to wonder if he’d imagined the man. No one that perfect could be real.

      Those thoughts left him as the cab dropped him off at the end of Bleeker Street. He paid the driver exorbitantly for traveling to such a dangerous neighborhood, then hurried on, past The Slide—which was already humming with business for the night—and on to The Slippery Slope.

      Stepping through the front door of The Slope felt like coming home again after a long voyage, even though he’d been there just two nights before.

      “Kelsey!” Lawrence called out to him from their usual table close to the bar. “It’s about time you showed your ugly mug.”

      Kelsey laughed, a thousand weights lifting from his shoulders. He veered closer to their table, nodding to the three young men Lawrence was entertaining that evening. As soon as he reached Lawrence, he rested a hand on his shoulder, then continued on toward the door leading to the back corridor.

      “Let me just go upstairs and freshen up, then I’ll come down and you can introduce me to your new friends,” he said.

      The friends in question eyed him with interest. They were handsome enough lads. None of them was exactly his type, but he could make do in a pinch.

      He ducked into the back corridor, striding on to the stairs, then rushed up, mounting some of them two at a time until he reached the fourth floor. As he did, he fished a key from his pocket, and when he reached the end of the corridor, he unlocked the door and let himself into his true home.

      Money came with advantages, and one of those advantages was rent on an apartment above The Slope. As soon as Kelsey stepped into his small space, he started to peel out of his stodgy, uptown clothes. He’d rented the small apartment two years ago, unbeknownst to his father, or anyone else. It was his oasis of calm in a desert of misery. It was only two rooms—a sitting room/kitchen combination and a bedroom—but it was decorated to his own tastes, and it made him feel as though he had at least a shred of control of his own life.

      He headed straight into the bedroom, stripping out of his clothes as he went and tossing them onto the chair in the corner. From there, he went to his wardrobe and selected new clothes in a more flattering cut. That involved a thin, silk shirt that was cut in a feminine style, and trousers that were tighter than he could ever have gotten away with uptown.

      Once he’d dressed in a way that was comfortable for him, he sat at the tiny dressing table on one side of the room and went to work painting his face. A little rogue on his lips and cheeks and a bit of kohl around his eyes made him feel better in an instant.

      He was in a hurry to get back downstairs, but before he left his room, he did a quick check to make certain everything he might need later was ready and waiting. He had an almost new jar of Vaseline on the table beside his bed, enough rope to tie him up however his companion for the evening—whoever that might turn out to be—would want to, the nice, thick paddle he’d recently purchased, and a particularly pretty flogger he’d inherited from a friend who had been reducing his toy collection. Everything Kelsey could possibly have wanted for the evening was there.

      He turned and headed back to the corridor, making his way toward the heart of the club with a smile on his face and a bounce in his step. All he needed now was someone with a strong enough grip and a hard enough strike to make him forget just how awful his father and sister and the world he lived in were. He would have loved to see the look on his father’s face, just once, knowing that his son and heir liked taking it rough. Maybe that would wipe the smug grin off Kelsey Jamison Jr.’s face.

      Kelsey was so caught up in imagining the humiliation he might feel, and that he might be able to transfer to his father, as he strolled back into the club that he almost didn’t see exactly what he’d been waiting to see for a month. He almost headed straight over to Lawrence and his friends at the table so that he could join in with their fun.

      But he stopped short when the man of his dreams pivoted on his stool at the bar and stared right at him. The air left Kelsey’s lungs as though he’d been punched in the gut, and he froze.

      There he was, the man who had made his insides turn to jelly the month before. His eyes smoldered in recognition as soon as he saw Kelsey, making him look even more dangerous than he’d looked that fateful night. He was every bit as masculine and gorgeous as Kelsey had remembered him to be.

      A thousand filthy thoughts about what he wanted the man to do to him rushed to Kelsey’s mind, but he was so startled to see the man there again at last that he couldn’t move. All he could do was stand there, staring and waiting to be commanded.
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      Robert had nothing to complain about, not really. There was no reason for his back and shoulders to ache, because he wasn’t engaged in manual labor. There was no reason for his eyes and temples to throb, because he didn’t spend his days locked away in an office, hunched over a desk, straining his eyes. He had no excuse for the restless, anxious feeling that made him feel like a caged tiger at times, because his job afforded him plenty of opportunities to move and run errands and get out of doors. He even had certain evenings and Sundays off, with the possibility of an entire weekend now and then.

      He had no true reason to feel as though his life were stuck and lacking, but he did. He felt it every time he awoke in his narrow bed, alone. He felt it in every lifeless interaction he had with people he wouldn’t have chosen to spend his time with, if he’d had the choice. And he felt it especially when he was finally able to spend an evening among his own kind at The Slippery Slope.

      He'd wandered into The Slope a little on the late side that evening, after being delayed uptown. The club was already alive and noisy with music, talking, and laughter. Regulars and tourists alike packed the place, mingling classes and nationalities. Robert liked the mish-mash of The Slope. As different as the men were who came there to unwind from their day-to-day lives, they all had that key element in common.

      It was nice to feel as though he had something in common with someone.

      It would have felt even nicer if a certain young man he’d spotted the last time he’d been able to slip away to The Slope were in attendance that evening. Robert took his seat at the end of the bar, where he could have a good view of the dance floor, ordered a whiskey, and set to work scanning the sea of dancing, laughing, flirting men for that one who hadn’t left his thoughts for a month.

      He didn’t know anything about the young man. He’d watched him several times when he’d come down to The Slope to relax after a particularly trying—or particularly boring—day of work. The young man was bright and full of energy, but it didn’t take a master of observation to see that the man’s energy was frantic and restless. Sure, the man laughed along with his friends, drank, caroused, and flirted as hard as anyone in the club, but what had drawn Robert to him was the underlying feeling of sadness that the man radiated.

      He could have asked Alonzo at the bar what the young man’s name was months ago, but that would have spoiled all of Robert’s fun. He liked sitting back and observing the man, liked learning his expressions and his movements through observation. He’d spent more than a few sleepless nights fantasizing about all the ways he could direct and control the young man…and not all of those fantasies had been sexual.

      He hadn’t planned to do anything about it, really. The Slippery Slope was a world apart from the one he inhabited on a daily basis, and he was comfortable keeping things that way. His position in the world would have been in serious jeopardy if anyone found out what he was and how he liked to spend his free time. He’d been content to sit back and watch the young man as though he were a character in a serialized novel he was following.

      Until that night a month ago when the man had actually spoken to him.

      Robert sucked in a breath, took a drink of his whiskey, and peered around the club with more hope and expectation in his heart than he wanted to admit to. He’d be lying to himself if he said he hadn’t come within a hair’s breadth of taking the young man up on his offer to give him a good spanking. Up until that statement, Robert hadn’t been entirely certain the young man shared his particular tastes. And it wasn’t as though Robert was the sort to mistreat tender young things for sport, he just preferred a certain dynamic to his activities. That one conversation had proven to him beyond a shadow of a doubt that the young man wanted what he had to give. Perhaps a bit too much.

      Perhaps that had been what had prompted Robert to tell the dangerous young thing to go home instead of taking him into a back room, shoving him up against a wall, and—

      Robert’s thoughts stopped short, and his hand froze with his whisky glass halfway to his mouth when the man of his thoughts and fantasies stepped out of the back corridor and into the club. He looked like a dream, with his sensually-tailored suit, his bright red, flouncy tie, and his face prettied up with just the right level of cosmetics to accent his features without obscuring them.

      For the space of a heartbeat, the young man didn’t notice him. He seemed to be looking for someone else in the club—which felt like a knife in Robert’s gut. He wouldn’t have any of that. The young man was his and his alone.

      That burst of instinct roared hotter a second later as the young man spotted him and jerked to a stop. His large, expressive eyes widened, and even with a layer of powder on his face, Robert saw the lad blush. The color extended down his neck, making Robert want to tear off the young man’s clothes to see if it spilled across his shoulders and chest.

      He couldn’t remember the last time he’d wanted anyone so badly without truly knowing them. Then again, he’d been watching the man for a long time, and it had been ages since he’d had the chance to take anyone to bed. Curiosity and abstinence were powerful aphrodisiacs.

      So was the mutual attraction that radiated from the young man as he continued to stare at Robert in shock. Attraction and something else that Robert found irresistible.

      It felt as though he’d known the young man his entire life and understood him completely. So much so that he set his whisky on the bar, pivoted to face the young man fully, his legs parted just enough on the bar stool to create a space meant for him, and said, “Come here, boy.”

      It was like Robert held a string attached to the young man and, with one tug, he’d pulled him closer. The young man moved quickly, his breath coming in clear, shallow gulps, until he stood directly in front of Robert.

      “You came back,” he said, his voice soft, hope bright in his blue eyes. “I’ve looked for you every night since…since that night, hoping you’d come back, and here you are.”

      Just as Robert had teased him that night a month ago, he fixed the young man with an almost predatory grin and said, “How do you know I wasn’t here every night and you just didn’t see me?”

      The young man’s expression shifted into a coy smile that fired Robert’s blood. “I would have noticed. Believe me, I would have noticed.”

      The young man sidled closer to him, taking advantage of the space Robert had made for him between his legs. The way he undulated his body as he settled far closer to Robert than was proper, the way he glanced down slightly, then peeked up at Robert through his long lashes, and the way he pouted his lips as though begging for a kiss was as good as if he’d shouted that he wanted to be used within an inch of his life. Some men just radiated that kind of aura.

      Robert found it both alluring and disturbing, like he’d stuck his hand in a snake pit. Months of observing the lad had been one thing, but now that he had the man within kissing distance, he could practically smell the dangerous desperation, like he could smell the flowery perfume he wore.

      The young man was no ordinary dalliance. Robert had stepped into something he hadn’t anticipated. He knew it in an instant.

      He loved it, even if he didn’t know why or how yet.

      There was only one way to proceed, and that was to give the man what he clearly wanted.

      “Did you go home like I told you to that night?” he asked in the authoritative voice he’d used while exercising the part of himself that liked to dominate.

      The young man responded immediately by drawing in a quick breath. His eyes danced with excitement. “Yes, sir,” he said, his voice trembling as though he were a violin string waiting to be played.

      Being called “sir” was always a treat, but hearing his young man say it was as good as firing a starter’s pistol at a race. The game had begun.

      “What is your name, boy?” he asked, slipping easily into his role.

      The young man hesitated for a moment before saying, “Grace. My name is Grace.”

      The man’s name most definitely wasn’t Grace. Robert grinned, but he didn’t call the young man out. Half the patrons of The Slippery Slope and more called themselves by names that weren’t their own. It was safer that way.

      “And who were you looking for just now, Grace?” Robert asked.

      Grace glanced over to one of the tables where a regular sat with a group of newcomers. A faint hint of regret pinched his face, but he seemed to breathe it away and turn back to Robert.

      “I came to spend a little time with my friends,” he said. He turned even more coquettish, if that were even possible, and slid his arms over Robert’s shoulders, leaning into him. “But I’d rather spend the night with you.”

      Robert nearly laughed out loud at Grace’s antics. He probably caught a lot of fish with that particular bait. There was just something about a man who was clear and blatant about what he wanted that Robert had always enjoyed. Usually, it meant a night of fun without consequences or lingering ties.

      The difference in this case, however, was that Robert wasn’t certain he wanted just one night of fun. Not after spending the last few months watching Grace.

      “And what do you want to do with me?” he asked, curious about how vocal Grace would be about his needs.

      Grace did not disappoint. “I want whatever you want, sir,” he whispered against Robert’s ear, pressing his body into Robert’s. “No matter how depraved that might be.”

      Robert chuckled deep in his throat, but at the same time, his heart squeezed in his chest. Grace wanted much more than he was asking for, but Robert had no idea if the man knew it yet.

      It was a stroke of luck that the band on the stage at the front of the club finished one song with a flourish, then started in on the incongruous strains of a waltz. The packed house burst into cheers and applause, and several of the couples who had been seated at the tables up until that point leapt up to take to the floor.

      “A waltz,” Robert said, standing from his stool and hooking his arm around Grace’s waist as he did. “I want a waltz.”

      Grace burst into a flirtatious laugh, practically bubbling in Robert’s arms as he whisked him toward the dance floor.

      “I love how The Slope has become famous for waltzes since the charity ball in August,” Grace said as he dodged through other couples to find a space for them on the crowded floor. “It’s the funniest thing I’ve ever seen, but now we’re famous for it.”

      “It’s a brilliant ploy to bring people into the club,” Robert agreed, sweeping Grace into a particularly tight waltz stance.

      It had to be tight, not only because Robert wanted to feel the young man’s body against his, but because the floor was so crowded that there wouldn’t have been room for everyone if they danced at a more sedate distance, like they did in uptown dance halls.

      “Were you here the night of the charity ball?” Grace asked, allowing Robert to guide him through the steps with ease and grace.

      Robert grinned down at him. “I thought you would have noticed if I’d been here before,” he teased.

      In fact, he had been there for the charity ball. He’d been there because his sister, June, happened to work for the Prince Street Orphanage. When the orphanage had received the invitation to support the ball, June had come straight to him to ask whether The Slope was a legitimate club or something seedy and criminal. Robert had been frank with her, but he’d vouched for The Slope all the same. June had promised she would feign absolute innocence to protect both him and her job at the orphanage.

      “I promise that, from this day forth, I shall endeavor to notice everything about you,” Grace said, smiling up at him.

      “Good,” Robert told him, sweeping his hand from the small of Grace’s back to his pert, round bum, then up to his back again. “I think we understand each other, then?”

      “We most certainly do,” Grace said, his voice hoarse with desire.

      Robert wasn’t ready to just whisk Grace off the dance floor and into one of the rooms in the back, though. He wanted more than a quick release. After months of watching, he wanted to know what kept drawing him back to the man in his arms.

      “So, Grace, eh?” he asked, communicating with a smile that he didn’t believe for a moment that was even close to his real name.

      Grace replied with a grin that said they were both in on the joke. “It’s who I am down here.”

      “And who are you when you’re somewhere else?” Robert asked. He had to pull Grace in tighter to avoid ramming into another waltzing couple.

      Grace laughed. “Oh, no. When I’m here, I’m Grace. That’s all you need to know. Don’t you know it’s rude to ask anyone in a club like this who they really are and where they really come from?”

      “I suppose it is,” Robert said. They’d reached a relatively open space, so he took advantage of the moment to spin Grace through a turn before clasping him close again. “I can tell you’re not working class, though,” he said once he and Grace had their arms around each other again.

      “And just how do you know that?” Grace asked flirtatiously.

      “Your hands,” Robert said with an increasingly amorous smile. “They’re too soft for manual labor.”

      As if he could read where Robert's thoughts had begun to wander off to, Grace said, “They’re devilishly good at other things, though.”

      All of those other things jumped instantly to Robert’s mind, making his trousers tight.

      “And you’re too pretty for another,” he said, ignoring the inuendo for the moment.

      Grace flushed and glanced down briefly. “It’s kind of you to say so.”

      A bolt of something bittersweet hit Robert’s gut. Grace wasn’t used to receiving compliments, which was daft, considering how fetching and charming the man was. He would have wagered a guess that Grace was intelligent as well. It took a great deal of intelligence to pretend to be as vacant and silly as Grace was clearly pretending to be. But that, coupled with the innate sense of sadness that Robert felt enveloping him, only drew Robert to the man more and made him want to shower Grace with praise.

      “So,” he went on. “Not working class. You’ve saved up to purchase a fine, silk shirt as well, I see.” He slipped a hand under the hem of Grace’s jacket to smooth his hand up his side.

      Grace sucked in a breath and missed a step. “I wouldn’t mind so much if you ripped it,” he said in a voice so low that Robert almost didn’t hear him over the din of the club.

      A different sort of concern sliced through Robert. Playing rough was one thing. Ripping clothes implied an entirely different sort of game—one Robert didn’t particularly care for. The suggestion that Grace did like that sort of thing raised a whole new set of protective instincts in him.

      He swung Grace through another turn, using the movement as an excuse to return to proper dance position again. For a moment, he couldn’t think of anything more to say. He merely stared at Grace as they wove their way around the other couples on the dance floor, attempting to figure the young man out.

      Slowly but certainly, Grace’s expression grew tense under Robert’s scrutiny. Robert felt the young man tighten in his arms. He was anxious about something. That was a new bit of information in and of itself. Was Grace worried that he’d gone too far, said too much? Did he think Robert would be turned off by his fancies?

      “You’re not working class either,” Grace blurted after the silence between them had stretched on for too long. “I can tell.”

      Robert was far more comfortable with the probing questions than he’d been with the silence, even though he didn’t have the slightest intention to tell Grace a single thing about who he was.

      “Oh?” He smiled indulgently at Grace. “And how can you tell?”

      “Same as you can tell I’m not working class,” Grace said quickly, taking only shallow breaths. “Your hands are too soft. No callouses or scars.”

      “Maybe I have scars in other places,” Robert said, lowering his voice to a menacing tone.

      It was a ruse. He didn’t have scars. And he hadn’t had callouses on his hands since he was young.

      “I’d like to see them,” Grace said, his eyes alight with desire again. “I’d like to touch them, too. I’d like to touch all of you.”

      Robert nearly laughed again. His little firebrand was back to being blatant about what he wanted. He found it charming.

      The band finished the waltz. The couples out on the dance floor applauded, though some booed because the dance was over. The band ignored it all and launched into a far livelier polka.

      “Not my favorite dance,” Robert said, arching one eyebrow at Grace.

      “Mine either,” Grace said. He slipped his arm around Robert’s waist, and the two of them rushed back toward the bar, dodging the rest of the exuberant patrons of the club as they did.

      Someone had taken Robert’s seat at the bar, though, which meant he and Grace were left standing as everyone rushed for chairs, as though it were a game.

      “Oh, dear,” Robert said, laughing and shaking his head. “Whatever shall we do now?”

      His plan was to tease Grace along, find a table where the two of them could sit and have another drink and talk some more. He wouldn’t have minded trying to pry more information out of the fascinating young man, and he rather relished the idea of Grace trying and failing to learn more about him.

      But Grace surprised him by wheeling around to face him, grabbing both of his lapels, staring up at him with his big, blue eyes, and saying, “I have an apartment upstairs. Take me up there and fuck me until I scream.”

      Robert’s eyes went wide, and a dozen different emotions pulsed through him. He wasn’t going to be able to refuse an invitation like that. At the same time, the almost manic need in Grace’s eyes raised his hackles…and every protective instinct he possessed. Grace wasn’t just a charming, young, non-working-class man with a hint of sadness about him. He was a broken soul in danger of doing himself real harm, if left to his own devices. Robert had an instinct for that sort of thing.

      “And if I say no?” he asked, resting his hands on Grace’s waist.

      Desperation lit Grace’s eyes. “Please don’t say no,” he whispered. If they’d still been out on the dance floor, Robert wouldn’t have been able to hear him. “Please don’t. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you since that night. You do something to me, and I need you to do even more. You’re…you’ve got this…you’re just the sort….”

      He swallowed hard, and for a moment, Robert was worried he might pass out.

      Robert closed his hands around Grace’s panicked face. “Go on,” he said. “Say it. Tell me.”

      Grace swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing. “I like it rough. I like it to hurt. I need it. I hate myself.”

      There it was. Exactly what Robert had instantly suspected. As if he needed more confirmation, Grace made a strangled sound, as though he hadn’t meant to let the last bit out and he wanted to take it back now. There was no taking something like that back, though.

      Robert was certain of one thing. Grace needed him. He needed what Robert could give. His instinct about the young man had been spot on from the start.

      “Alright,” he said, shifting to take Grace’s hand. “But remember, you asked for this.”

      For the briefest of moments, Robert thought Grace’s legs might give out with relief and excitement. He squeezed Robert’s hand hard and dragged him toward the back corridor as though his life depended on it.

      Robert didn’t have the first clue what was about to happen. All he knew was that he needed to be the one to remain in control or they might both end up hurt.

    

  


OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/atouchofclass_standard.jpg
e S Sl
MERRY FARMER






