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      NEW YORK CITY – THE BOWERY – AUGUST, 1891

      Accepting a writing assignment in New York City did not represent running away from his responsibilities or his shattered love life. Marcus Albright told himself as much as he strode through the noisy and colorful world of The Bowery in the middle of a bright and sweltering late-summer afternoon. The streets teemed with life around him, and every language from German to Russian rang from the tall, scruffy buildings and down the mysterious and often questionable alleys he passed. But it was all just part of the color he would bring to the series of articles about New York’s thriving and popular club scene he’d been sent to research. Not a distraction to take his mind off Noah.

      Marcus’s gut clenched, and the memory of those last few weeks with his former lover caused his heart to race and sweat to break out down his back. He paused to take a deep, calming breath, then let a few carriages pass before crossing onto busy Bleeker Street. It would be alright now, he told himself. The panic would subside, and he could get back his life and his sanity. That’s what New York was for.

      He never should have gotten involved with Noah in the first place. The young man had swept into his life at a time when Marcus had been feeling particularly lonely after publishing a series of sensational articles about the rent boys who made Hyde Park their home. People throughout London admired him for the work he’d done to expose predators—like a certain Dr. Ignatius Keller—for not only patronizing the boys, but, in Keller’s case, killing more than one of them. His reputation had soared, and with that had come a degree of renown that left him feeling separated from his peers.

      And then Noah had entered his life. Noah was pretty, youthful, and, as time would tell, manic and possessive. He had been precisely what Marcus had needed at the time, and everything he absolutely did not need shortly after that.

      Marcus dodged a pair of boys as they dashed carelessly in and out of the pedestrians on Bleeker Street. He grinned wryly at how closely their energy resembled Noah’s. In fact, from the constant motion on the street to the shouts and hollers of men and women—and several personages who were somewhere in between—calling from the higher stories above him, Noah would have fit right into life in The Bowery. At least, he would have before everything went wrong and Noah turned on him.

      As they had since that fateful and horrid conversation two months ago, thoughts of Noah had Marcus’s heart racing as though his life were in immediate danger. Things had been bad for months, but that last conversation—the one where Marcus had packed his things and moved out while Noah wept and threw things, and tried to kiss him and drag Marcus bodily back into the flat—had been a nightmare. He’d never imagined that a man in his twenties could fall apart so spectacularly. His friend, Dr. Todd Sullivan, had suggested that something might be medically amiss with Noah to cause his behavior, but even if he was correct, all Marcus felt was terror.

      And guilt. He’d been the cause of another man’s suffering, all because he no longer felt the love Noah had wanted him to feel, and Noah had lashed out at him for it.

      Marcus wasn’t certain he would ever recover.

      “Hey, you, move along!”

      Marcus jumped at the shout that sounded from behind him. He’d paused on the sidewalk, lost in his emotions and inattentive of his surroundings. His nerves still must not have been recovered if he was panicking over strangers on the street. New York was supposed to be a respite from that.

      No, New York was a job, nothing more.

      He drew in a deep breath and focused on something outside of himself to bring back a sense of calm. All he wanted was calm. He spotted a young woman leaning out a window in the building across the street facing the alley, pinning her freshly-washed knickers on a clothesline. It was such a simple, domestic chore, and watching her for a few moments banished the anxiety leaving Noah had left Marcus with.

      “Look, if you want to go give her a tickle, I’m sure you can ask her pimp how much she goes for,” the irritated man behind him said when he noticed who Marcus was staring at. “Just get out of my way so I can go about my business.”

      Marcus opened his mouth to correct the man, but decided against it. Back home in London, he could have been arrested and charged under the Labouchere Amendment with gross indecency if he was caught in any sort of intimate position with a man. And if he were to make an offhand comment that indicated he preferred men, he would have been followed and watched by some professional informer who made their living from exposing men like him to the police.

      America didn’t have the same sort of laws. That wasn’t to say that the place was lawless, or that men who fancied other men wouldn’t be arrested and locked away for nebulous crimes, like immorality or public disturbance. New York City, the area of The Bowery in particular, was a pocket unto itself, though. Clubs such as the ones he had been sent to report on, were known openly and, in many cases, considered attractions for tourists visiting the city.

      Of late, a fad had even developed of young people from high society neighborhoods uptown—and from outside of the city, and even foreign tourists—spending a night in “dives”. The practice had been dubbed “going slumming”, and a whole new set of vocabulary and set of social practices had sprung up around it. Some men with perfectly respectable lives uptown, or sailors whose ships were in port, would frequent the clubs so that they could “make a date” with the professional sort of men who frequented the clubs. It didn’t matter whether they fancied men over women as a matter of course. A mouth around one’s cock was a mouth around one’s cock, and since most “respectable”, uptown gents would never consider asking a woman to do something so lowering, the pretty boys of The Bowery were the next best thing.

      The irritated stranger could very well have been in The Bowery for exactly that reason. Marcus moved back against the building beside him to let the man pass, wanting no trouble with him, but continued to watch the woman for a moment. He took his notepad and pencil from his jacket pocket and sketched a few notes about the woman airing her knickers in plain view of the street traffic. And about the rudeness of the man who had told him to get out of the way. The Daily Caller had sent him to report on the despicable vice of the clubs and about how degenerate New York was—at least, in theory. The series would make perfect reading for the Englishmen who wanted proof that they were morally superior to their American cousins.

      More often than not, though, articles of the sort he’d been commissioned to write were thinly disguised guidebooks to where men like him could find a good time. A few colorful details of what life in The Bowery felt like would round out his reporting and probably make his friends in The Brotherhood flock to purchase tickets on the next ship leaving England for New York.

      With his notes finished, Marcus tucked his notepad back into his jacket and wandered on. Regardless of taking the assignment so that he could escape the emotional maelstrom of Noah, he had a feeling he would enjoy his investigation of New York. It had been so long since he’d felt buoyed by his profession instead of merely dragged down by the hardship and vice he generally reported on. Bleeker Street was colorful despite the drab and dirty appearance of some of its buildings and the patina of poverty and crime that seemed to lurk just under the surface of building façades that needed a scrub or windows that needed washing.

      The clubs and bars themselves were easy to locate, even though they didn’t have the same bold signage or smartly dressed attendants waiting by the door as many of the establishments uptown. Marcus stopped to study one of the more famous clubs, The Slide, from across the street as soon as he reached it. The Slide was the club that everyone whispered about when they spoke of going slumming. It wasn’t much more than a plain, stone building with several stories and a few people of questionable gender standing outside, but from everything Marcus had heard, it was a hive of Uranian activity on the inside, and a great deal of fun to boot.

      He glanced up and down the street, making certain that he wouldn’t be flattened by a passing carriage or cart, then started forward.

      Before he reached the edge of the pavement, a tall, tough man with a popular, handlebar moustache and a bowler hat shouted from The Slide’s front door, “What are you looking at?”

      Marcus pulled back in shock. The man was, indeed, glaring at him, as if he’d put a foot wrong. “I…I was looking at your establishment,” he said.

      “Yeah?” the man growled. “Well, look the other way. We don’t want your sort in here.”

      Marcus’s jaw dropped in astonishment. He’d never been turned away from a club before, particularly that kind of club.

      “What are you doing?” a second man—young and handsome, with dark hair and an expressive face—stepped out of the club and rested a hand on the angry man’s shoulder. “He could be a customer.”

      “He looks more like a mole to me,” the angry man said. He seemed to notice the handsome man beside him and turned to frown at him. “Get back inside, Ricky. You’re supposed to be tending bar, not making a nuisance of yourself.”

      “Sorry, Jonathan,” Ricky told the man—who Marcus deduced was his boss—then glanced across the street to Marcus and repeated, “Sorry.”

      Marcus raised a hand. “It’s perfectly all right.”

      Ricky darted back into The Slide, Jonathan crossed his arms and growled at Marcus, and Marcus walked on, shaking his head. It was that man’s loss. He could have brought a great deal of recognition to The Slide, but instead, he continued down Bleeker Street, searching for one of the other, lesser-known clubs—one that he’d heard some of his friends from The Brotherhood talking about before.

      He found it half a block down. The Slippery Slope wasn’t any more distinguished than The Slide. It had the same nondescript front, the same appearance of outward neglect, but it wasn’t guarded by a dragon. Marcus stood looking at the entrance for a moment. The place gave him an inexplicable sense of anticipation and excitement, like whatever he found on the other side of the front door would be exactly what he needed.

      Holding tight to that feeling, Marcus walked into the establishment. Immediately, he saw that he would not be disappointed.

      The interior of The Slippery Slope was worlds away from the drabness of the outside. For one thing, the space was far larger than he’d anticipated. It felt more like a music hall than a basement pub. There was a bar off to one side—where one or two men sat enjoying a midday meal while a well-dressed young man with oiled hair and an apron over his striped shirt tidied up—and a large stage at the back of the room. The stage was empty now, but it contained a piano, a few chairs, and a cluster of music stands. The center of the room was crowded with round tables, with space left in front of the stage for dancing. A few of the tables were occupied by patrons who also seemed to be enjoying lunch and conversation.

      It reminded Marcus instantly of The Chameleon Club back home in London, only on a smaller, tighter scale and more…American. The Chameleon Club was the primary social location for The Brotherhood, an organization of Uranian men who socialized together, took care of each other, and looked out for each other in the sometimes-tricky climate of London. The groups sitting at the tables of The Slippery Slope looked just like the groups of particular friends that had formed at The Chameleon Club.

      Marcus headed to the bar rather than disturbing any of the groups. There was something about the three young men—they looked as though they might have just left university—sitting at a table near the stage that reminded him of his younger days. They were all smartly dressed, wearing red ties, and neatly groomed—which was a clear indication of money—and two of them wore lip rouge and had their eyes outlined with kohl.

      “What can I get you?” the bartender asked as Marcus took a seat at the end of the bar, still studying the young men, his mind already at work on ways to describe them for his article.

      Marcus dragged his eyes away from the group and smiled at the bartender. “Whatever you think would make the most agreeable lunch,” he said.

      The bartender broke into a smile. “Oh, a limey, are you?” He moved down the bar a bit and fetched a glass to pour Marcus a beer to start with.

      Marcus laughed. “Something like that. Marcus Albright,” he introduced himself. “I’m from The Daily Caller in London, here to pen a series of articles about this fascinating and vibrant slice of New York life.”

      The bartender’s brow lifted in surprise as he brought Marcus his beer. “You don’t say.” He put the beer down in front of Marcus, then offered his hand. “Alonzo Russo, bartender and part owner of The Slippery Slope.”

      Marcus gladly shook the man’s hand. He had a very slight Italian accent, and the olive-skinned, dark-haired good looks of the Italians. “Pleased to meet you,” he said. He reached into his jacket and took out his notepad again as Russo moved to the far end of the bar to fetch a bowl of something from a large pot there.

      “I wasn’t certain what kind of a welcome I would receive here, to be honest,” he went on as Russo grabbed a crusty roll of some sort and put it on a plate with the bowl and a spoon. “Someone over at The Slide was a bit rude to me just now. Jonathan?”

      Russo laughed as he brought lunch over to Marcus. “That sounds exactly like Jonathan Logan to me.” When Marcus grinned at the food, then lifted a questioning look to Russo, Russo explained, “He’s the owner of The Slide. He’s been wrapped pretty tight lately, ever since Morton declared his political ambitions and said he intends to shut us all down.”

      Marcus blinked, completely lost. At the same time, he could feel the buzz of the story he wanted to write forming. “Who is Morton?” he asked, picking up his spoon and breathing in the delicious scent of the stew he’d been served.

      Russo shrugged. “Officer Patrick Morton. He’s just a jumped-up cop who thinks he can join the gang at Tammany Hall and throw his weight around. He doesn’t scare us, though.”

      Marcus didn’t know which he wanted to do more, eat his stew or scribble down notes. Exactly as he’d hoped, information was coming at him as fast as a freight train, and he wanted to get it all down.

      “Eat your lunch,” Russo laughed, evidently seeing the eagerness in Marcus’s eyes. “Morton isn’t going to barge through those doors right now and demand the place be shuttered. Tell me a bit about yourself instead. What brings you over to this side of the pond?” He leaned against the counter at the back of the bar and crossed his arms. “Just business or pleasure too?”

      The two men sitting farther down the bar looked interested in why Marcus was there too.

      “Business, mostly,” Marcus said. “I am what I said I am, a reporter from London here to do a story. I arrived yesterday, and I’ve passage booked to return home next month. I don’t really have time for pleasure.” And the thought of tangling himself in another Noah situation had his palms sweating and his nerves shredding.

      He pushed away the impending panic by hurrying on with, “I’d much rather learn more about this fabulous establishment of yours and its patrons than talk about myself.” He leaned a bit closer to Russo and whispered, “What brings three young men who look as though they come from society to a place like this in the middle of the day?”

      Russo laughed and grinned at the young men—who were deep in conversation and had no idea they were being spoken about. “We call them the Frilly Knickerbockers. Beckett Smith, Lawrence Cowper, and Kelsey Jamison the third.”

      “The third?” Marcus repeated, eyes wide with humor.

      Russo smirked. “That’s what happens when uptown folks run out of ideas to name their offspring.” Marcus laughed, and Russo went on. “They’re all good lads. They come here so they can be themselves, they say. Can’t say I blame them. High society doesn’t look too kindly on young heirs who like to paint their faces and wear corsets.”

      The comment could have been a wise-crack, but Russo meant it seriously. That indicated to Marcus that The Slippery Slope truly was a safe place for their sort.

      Marcus scanned the rest of the club, then nodded to a group of five young men sitting at one of the tables in the far corner. “What about them?” he asked. “They almost look as though they’re having a business meeting of some sort.”

      “They are,” Russo laughed. “They call themselves The Fantabulous Five. They all have lives uptown or out of the city, but, like everyone else, they come down here to The Bowery so they can be themselves for a while. Apparently, they have an idea for a business of some sort.”

      “Do you know what it is?” Marcus asked as he stopped eating long enough to pick up his pencil. He absolutely needed to write everything down now. The sheer volume of stories that were flying at him was too much to ignore.

      Russo shrugged. “I’m not sure. Could be anything. Redford is a tailor. Koehler is an accountant. Dennison works at the Metropolitan Opera. Not sure about the other two.”

      Marcus didn’t know which of the men bore which name, but a moment later, it hardly mattered. A door in the back wall, near the end of the bar, opened, and the most arresting person Marcus had ever seen walked into the room. Everything about her was beautiful, from the graceful lines of her perfectly fitted gown to the soft style of her hair, but most especially her handsome face. She moved with grace as she approached the bar, and when she spotted Marcus gaping at her, her expressive, almond-shaped eyes lit with interest.

      She was most definitely a man, but that was only a minor detail in the picture she presented of herself. Marcus was surprised that every eye in the room didn’t turn immediately to her.

      “The checks are ready to be sent out,” she told Russo in a sweet, tenor voice, handing a stack of envelopes over the bar to him, then turning to smile at Marcus. “And who have we here?”

      “Mr. Albright, meet Miss Blaise Rose. Blaise, this is Mr. Marcus Albright.” Russo made the introductions with an amused smile. “He is from London, and he’s here to do a newspaper story about The Slippery Slope.”

      “Is he really?” Blaise asked, more than a little breathless as she stepped closer to Marcus. “I adore London. I’ve been there several times. I am friends with a man called Xavier Lawrence, who is valet to Lord Selby, and I am acquainted with Lord Selby and his paramour, Mr. Cristofori as well.”

      Marcus blinked. “I’m friends with them as well, through The Brotherhood.” His smile widened. “I’m surprised we’ve never met, unless….” His face heated with uncertainty. He wasn’t certain how to ask her other name.

      Blaise took a seat across the corner of the bar from Marcus, grinning as though she understood. “My other guise is Jasper Werther,” she said with a wink.

      “Oh!” Marcus sat straighter. “Actually, I have heard your name mentioned. Lawrence said you were instrumental in helping reunite him and Mr. Plushenko.”

      “I merely helped true love find its way. I am a hopeless romantic,” Blaise said with a modest, downward glance. When she looked up again, she met Marcus’s eyes and asked, “Do you believe in true love, Mr. Albright?”

      A knot formed in Marcus’s throat, and he could feel panic well up in him. The piercing guilt of ending things with Noah slashed him all over again. Maybe he’d believed in love once, but he knew better now.

      He scrambled for a way to answer that wouldn’t make him seem like a jaded bastard and that wouldn’t wipe the smile from Blaise’s alluring face.

      He was saved the trouble of having to disappoint her when the club door opened, a man in a police uniform strolled in, and every last bit of movement and murmur of conversation froze.

      Russo pushed himself away from the bar where he’d been leaning and stepped forward, scowling, to mutter, “Morton.”
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      There was no such thing as an ordinary day in Jasper Werther’s life. There hadn’t been since he’d left the stolid, restrictive world of New Rochelle—or rather, been tossed out on his backside when his father discovered him in his sister Emily’s Sunday best—and moved to the vibrant community of The Bowery. That was just the way Jasper liked it, though. He could wear a suit and tie one day, one of his House of Wirth gowns the next, and some combination of the two the day after that, if the mood struck him. No one batted an eyelash at his quixotic moods, and no one judged him for being who he was.

      But when an ordinary weekday of balancing The Slippery Slope’s books, paying their vendors and the rent, and delivering the checks to be mailed to Alonzo turned into an introduction to the most gorgeous man Jasper had ever seen, there was no doubt that the day had taken a turn for the extraordinary.

      Marcus Albright was everything Jasper liked in a man. He was tall with broad shoulders and a fit physique, he had sandy-blond hair and blue eyes with just enough lines around them for Jasper to peg him at his mid-30s, and he was British. Jasper loved everything about England. And when he discovered that he and Albright knew some of the same people…well, it was more than his romantic heart could handle.

      “Do you believe in true love, Mr. Albright?” he asked, resting an elbow on the bar and batting his kohl-rimmed eyes at his fantasy come to life.

      A touch of hesitation came to Albright’s eyes, as if he wanted to give an honest answer, but that answer would be boring. Rather than disappointing Jasper or putting a damper on his sudden daydreaming, Albright’s reaction sent a pulse of excitement through him. The handsome Brit had secrets. He had a story to tell—one of heartbreak, no doubt. Jasper couldn’t wait for the opportunity to ask more about what that story was. He couldn’t wait to kiss it and make it all better either.

      And then Morton barged through The Slope’s front doors, ruining absolutely everything.

      The entire club paused what they were doing to watch the bastard saunter toward the bar. He sniffed as he glanced across the tables and nodded to the regulars, then narrowed his eyes as if to tell them he had his eye on them. Then he grasped his belt and hitched up his trousers as he closed the distance between himself and Jasper, Alonzo, and the Brit.

      “Good afternoon, Mr. Russo,” Morton addressed Alonzo with his faded Irish accent and a smug grin. “I trust that everything at The Slippery Slope today is in order?”

      He asked the question, then turned to Jasper with a lascivious grin. Jasper had seen that grin before, and it both turned his stomach and made his blood run cold.

      “What do you want, Morton?” Alonzo asked, scowling and putting emphasis on his Italian accent.

      “Is that any way to speak to the man who keeps the peace in this neighborhood and sees to it that your fine establishment stays in business?” Morton asked, leaning hard on his own accent.

      Jasper would have rolled his eyes and told the two men it was about time the Irish and the Italians made friends, but that was about as useless as asking the East River not to divide Manhattan and Brooklyn.

      “What do you want?” Alonzo repeated.

      Morton sniffed and turned to stare at Albright. Jasper wasn’t certain whether he would sidle up to Albright and pretend the two of them were on the same side or whether he would harass the Brit to make some sort of point.

      When Albright merely stared blankly at Morton, Morton turned back to Alonzo and said, “I’m here to speak to Ravenswood about a certain payment he owes me.”

      Jasper tensed. He glanced to Alonzo, then peeked at Albright to see what the man thought. Albright’s face remained blank, probably because he didn’t know what Morton’s words actually meant.

      “You can fetch Graham yourself,” Alonzo told Morton, crossing his arms and looking as threatening as he could with a bar between him and the policeman. “He’s in hell at the moment. Why don’t you go there?”

      Albright’s brow shot up. Jasper couldn’t help but grin at the look of surprise.

      Morton laughed as if he wasn’t bothered by the comment—but from the way he tensed, it was clear that he was—and opened his mouth to say something. Graham came charging out of the back room before he had a chance to.

      “So you’re coming straight into the place in the middle of the day to ask for your protection money now, are you, Morton?” Graham demanded, striding right up to Morton and glaring at him.

      Morton was tall and well-built, but Graham was a former prize-fighter and had a couple of inches on Morton in every dimension. He was the only person who intimidated Morton even a little bit. That afternoon, however, possibly because a newcomer was there, watching the scene with particular interest, Morton didn’t back down an inch.

      “You know how this works, Ravenswood,” he said, going so far as to steal a look at Albright to make certain he was watching. He probably hoped Albright would view him as the most powerful man in the room. Arguably, Morton was, in the worst of ways. “Your monthly fee is due.”

      “And what would happen if I refused to pay it?” Graham asked, crossing his arms over his wide chest.

      Morton smiled as though Graham were simple. “I think we both know what happens then. Having the place raided as a matter of course is one thing, but whatever would you do if Tammany Hall got it in their heads to shut you down? You know there’s been a strong push to clean up The Bowery lately, especially with elections next year.” He sent another look to Albright.

      Albright had subtly reached for the notepad and pencil on the bar in front of him and begun jotting notes.

      Morton scowled at him. “And just what the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      Albright cleared his throat. “Marcus Albright. Reporter for The Daily Caller,” he introduced himself. “I’m doing a series of articles about The Bowery.”

      “Is that so?” Morton puffed up. “Well, I’m the one you need to talk to. I can tell you all about the vice that riddles this place and my plan to clean it up.” His smile widened, and he stood taller, as if he’d just realized Albright could help him win an election.

      “I’m sure my readers back in London would love to hear all about it,” Albright said.

      Jasper’s mouth twitched in amusement. His smile grew when Albright glanced to him, as if the two of them were already friendly enough to share inside jokes.

      Morton’s shoulders dropped. “London, eh?” He didn’t seem particularly impressed. Readers in London couldn’t vote in New York elections. He ignored Albright completely and turned back to Graham. “I’m growing impatient, Ravenswood. Pay up or get ready to move out.”

      Graham narrowed his eyes, as if he could strike Morton dead with a look. He reached into his vest pocket and took out a thick envelope, handing it over to Morton, then said, “Now get out of my club.”

      “Not so fast.” Morton smiled with enough conceit to make Jasper sick as he tucked the envelope into a pouch fastened to his belt. “I think I might linger a while and enjoy the entertainment.” He looked straight at Jasper, his smile turning devilish.

      Jasper writhed with discomfort and sent Albright a look. It was nothing new. Morton liked to be paid for protection with more than just money. They all took turns delivering that payment, though all of them hated it with a vitriolic passion. That was just another facet of the life Jasper and his friends had carved out for themselves. Just because he put on a dress didn’t mean he was going to a polite garden party. You took the bad with the good in The Bowery.

      But that didn’t mean he was just going to drop to his knees and give Morton what he wanted without a fight. Not when a man like Marcus Albright was standing right there.

      “I am afraid I have already been spoken for,” Jasper said, sliding off his stool and walking around to take Albright’s arm. “This delightful British reporter has just asked me to give him a tour of New York. We’ve ever so many sights to see, and if we don’t get started right away, we will be out long past our bedtimes.”

      Maybe it was inappropriate, given the moment, but Jasper grinned and batted his eyelashes at Albright. Albright responded with a bashful smile and a shake of his head that made Jasper’s pulse race.

      “And what if I say no?” Morton asked. “What if I tell you I want you to stay here and suck my cock?”

      Albright choked on nothing, then coughed to the point where Jasper had to thump his back to help him get his bearings.

      Graham made a sound of annoyance and gestured to another queen, who was wiping down tables on the other side of the room. “Terry! Get over here! Officer Morton needs a little company.”

      Miss Terry rolled her eyes for a split second before putting on a bright smile and sweeping across the room. “Anything for Officer Morton,” she said in a deep purr.

      Morton looked a little put out, but he let Terry lead him off toward the back corridor.

      Jasper rolled his shoulders in disgust, trying to shake the awful feeling he had. Albright looked shocked by everything he’d just witnessed, which Jasper didn’t like. He had to do something to put him at ease again, and he had to do it immediately.

      “Come along, sweetie,” he said, tugging Albright’s arm and prompting him to slip off his barstool. “I meant it when I said I would give you a tour of New York. I know all of the most amusing places.”

      “I…er…well….” He snatched up his notepad and pencil and tucked them into his jacket as Jasper drew him away from the bar.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll take good care of you,” Jasper said, resting his hand in the crook of Albright’s arm. “I’ll take good care of him,” he called back to Alonzo and Graham with a wink.

      As soon as Jasper and Albright were out on the street, Jasper’s appearance of high spirits faded. The anxiety of almost being dragged into the back by Morton left him feeling shaky and restless.

      Those feelings weren’t eased at all when Albright asked, “What in heaven’s name was that all about?” He seemed indignant after what he’d witnessed.

      Jasper sent him a wary sideways look as they walked down Bleeker Street to the heart of The Bowery. “Morton likes to think of himself as the law in The Bowery,” he said. “The trouble is, he has just enough sway to do some actual damage, if given half a chance. All these clubs have been raided multiple times in the last year. The Slippery Slope was raided just a few months ago, before your friends finished their business in New York and returned home.”

      “That Morton seems like a menace,” Albright continued with a scowl. “But all the same, I am astounded that you lot gave in to his demands so easily.”

      Jasper’s brow shot up. “You think that was giving into demands easily? I can assure you, there was nothing easy about it, sir.”

      Albright had the good sense to look sheepish. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you.”

      Jasper smiled and rested his free hand on Albright’s arm. “You could never offend me, love. You’re British. I love you lot far too much.”

      Albright chuckled. The expression looked good on him. It gave Jasper hope. Hope of what, he wasn’t certain, but he liked the way a simple smile from Albright made him feel as though all were right with the world. He wanted to hold onto that feeling as long as possible.

      And then Albright went and dented it by frowning and saying, “It seems a bit rich for a policeman with inclinations like ours to be the cause of raids and club closures.”

      Jasper tucked away the delicious confirmation that Albright was one of them and could like him in that way. He shook his head and said, “Morton isn’t a male-lover, he just likes his cock sucked. He will only ever let someone in drag do it. It’s not so much about pleasure to him as it is about power.”

      Albright grunted. “I can believe that.” He paused, likely to consider the matter, then shook his head. “I despise men like that. They pretend to walk the straight and narrow, and they draw every sort of attention to themselves for it, but in reality, they are worse by far than any of us are.”

      “And yet, they are the sort society thinks we should have more of,” Jasper sighed.

      Albright hummed in agreement as they neared a street corner where the uptown streetcar would make a stop.

      “Let’s not talk about it,” Jasper said, forcing himself to sound lighthearted. “It’s far too beautiful a day for us to think of such things, and we have a tour of New York to commence.”

      Albright smiled at him. “You don’t actually have to take me on a tour of the city,” he said. “I am perfectly capable of finding my way around on my own.”

      “Nonsense,” Jasper said, swatting his arm playfully. “Have you ever been to New York before?”

      “No,” Albright answered, still smiling fondly at him.

      “And when did you arrive?” Jasper asked.

      “Yesterday morning,” Albright answered.

      Jasper gaped at him. “Then you’re brand new. I would bet you haven’t seen anything yet.”

      Albright laughed. “No, not really. I had planned to spend the day simply soaking in the ambience of The Bowery to get a sense of the direction I’d like to take my articles.”

      “Then by all means,” Jasper said as flirtatiously as possible. “Let’s soak together.”

      “I think that sounds like a tantalizing idea, Miss Rose,” Albright said.

      “Please, call me Blaise,” Jasper said, steering Albright to the right so that they could walk along the shopfronts to the next streetcar station. “And I will take the scandalous liberty of calling you Marcus.”

      “It’s not a liberty at all,” Marcus said. “I would prefer that you call me Marcus.”

      “And I would prefer that you call me ‘sweetheart’, but we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,” Jasper teased.

      Again, he caught the subtle pinch of regret in Marcus’s eyes and felt his arm tense. The man most definitely had a love story of some sort to tell. It was likely a sad one, considering that Marcus was an ocean away from home and on his own.

      Jasper deflected whatever sadness seemed intent on settling over Marcus by pointing out some of the shops that they passed.

      “That’s Miss Olivia’s millinery,” he said, gesturing to an ostentatious milliner’s shop. “We love her because she’ll sell to queens as easily as she sells to the women who call downtown their home. Not everyone is as considerate, as you might imagine.”

      “Even down here?” Marcus asked.

      “Even here,” Jasper said. “And across on the other side of the street is Frau Strauss’s biergarten. It’s not as well-known as Lüchow’s on Fourteenth Street, but I think it has the best pig’s knuckles and sauerkraut of any of the places here in Germantown.”

      Marcus laughed out loud. “Pig’s knuckles? Truly?”

      Jasper pulled Marcus to a stop and rested his free hand on Marcus’s arm. “Honey, you haven’t lived until you’ve tasted Frau Strauss’s pig’s knuckles.”

      Marcus continued to chuckle. “That sounds as though it would be something naughty.”

      It was Jasper’s turn to laugh. “If that’s what you’re after, I wouldn’t bother with Frau Strauss. She doesn’t have the kind of knuckle you’re looking for.”

      It was ridiculous and silly, but it had been ages since Jasper had enjoyed banter like that with a man he’d fancied at first sight. In fact, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d taken to anyone as quickly as he had to Marcus Albright. It had to be the fact that Marcus was British. Or perhaps that they knew some of the same people. Or, if Jasper were truly honest with himself, the fact that Marcus was devilishly handsome. He wasn’t above flirting with a man as good-looking as Marcus for as long as he could get away with.

      “Tell me more about this article you are here to write,” he said as they crossed the street and headed on toward Cooper Square. “Is the British reading public really that interested in the degenerate lives of people in downtown Manhattan?”

      “Readers are always interested in degenerate lives,” Marcus laughed, “wherever they are lived. This entire area and clubs like The Slippery Slope have caught the attention of the public. And, of course, people would always rather gasp and groan about the moral shortcomings of their neighbor than they would about their own vices.”

      “That’s the truth if ever I heard it,” Jasper laughed.

      An idea struck him, and he picked up his pace, sweeping Marcus along to the next streetcar stop. “If it’s people ignoring the vice right under their nose that you want, I know just the place you should visit.”

      “Is that so?” Marcus grinned at him as though they were at the beginning of an exciting adventure.

      “It absolutely is,” Jasper said, shifting the way he walked with Marcus so that he held his hand.

      It was a bold move, even if he had actually been a woman out walking with a man. But they were in The Bowery. Anyone who did notice merely shrugged it off.

      “Are you ready for the day of your life, Mr. Albright?” he asked, turning to Marcus as a streetcar pulled to a stop near the curb and rang its bell. “Because I am going to show you the best time you’ve ever had.”
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      New York was extraordinary. Marcus had spent most of his life in London, and he’d thought he knew and understood cities and all they had to offer. But the New York that Blaise showed him as they hopped from streetcar to streetcar, slowly making their way uptown with stops along the way in places like Washington Square and Union Square, was as special as Blaise herself. She seemed to know every building and the history behind it, and more than once, she pointed out various people who seemed to be no more than random passersby and told Marcus tantalizing bits of gossip about them.

      It wasn’t until they were making their way up Fifth Avenue, Blaise’s hand tucked into the crook of his elbow, shoulders squared as if to take on the entire city, that Marcus began to question things.

      “And that is Lucy Wilmont,” Blaise whispered, leaning closer and pointing to a young woman who appeared to be an average member of the fringes of high society. “She’s had a devil of a time, poor thing. Her fiancé jilted her at the altar in June. It was the talk of the town. Everything seemed perfect and golden, but then the wicked man announced that he’d met a chorus girl who was on her way to Florida to perform in a cabaret there, and he scampered off with her, leaving poor Lucy in the lurch. She’s been forced to hire herself out as a
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