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Linus aches to surrender to Master Thomas, yet despairs of overcoming his fear of the Hampton Road Club.

	 

	After being attacked by Master Preston, Linus refuses to go back to Hampton Road. Even though he yearns to belong to Master Thomas, he isn’t sure he can ever trust another Master not to abuse him again.

	 

	Thomas is furious with himself for not protecting the beautiful young submissive whose company he’d enjoyed on occasion. That’s why he’s relieved that new rules have been put into place to help protect the submissive men at the secret sadomasochism club—it’s about time Hampton Road was brought into the progressive age of the 1920’s. Perhaps now he can woo Linus into returning?

	 

	As Thomas showers him with kindness, Linus wonders if he’s misjudged the handsome Master. However, what if he’s too traumatized to ever surrender to another man? When he allows Thomas to teach him the joys of dominance and submission, Linus discovers that he not only wants to surrender, he wants to be claimed permanently. 

	 

	But Thomas’ old life comes back to haunt them and their chances of being together may forever be destroyed… 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	



	


Chapter One

	 

	 

	Thomas leaned against the white sports car he’d purchased the year before when he’d lived in Santa Barbara. It was a 1925 Buick Convertible, and still looked as good as the day he’d bought it. A new model had arrived for ‘26, but he was more prudent than that. As a professional bookkeeper, he knew that the careful use of a dollar was essential to creating a secure existence. But a sexy motorcar was still a nice addition to said existence.

	Crossing his arms, he remained on alert, scanning the surroundings of the Hampton Road Club from where he was parked in the long driveway. The three-story mansion which was located in one of the richer areas of Pasadena boasted elegant Tudor Revival architecture. He found it impressive, always had. The stately home was the perfect setting for a gentlemen’s private sadomasochism club. 

	A slight breeze helped cool the warm spring night, but it remained nice enough to ride in his open vehicle. Thomas checked his pocket watch, a bit on edge and more than a little curious about what was happening inside the club at the moment. One of the heavy oak side doors flew open and he tensed. Anger rose up inside him, increasing his tension as soon as he spotted the culprit bursting from the mansion. The scoundrel appeared in a great hurry to leave.

	Preston Cornwall.

	His desire to run over and grab the snake before giving him a good thrashing was almost too irresistible, but he’d promised Aaron he’d control himself. As one of the Masters, a fellow board member—as well as his dearest friend—Aaron had assured him that Cornwall would be dealt with then tossed out of the club for good. Thomas was there to whisk away Kenneth, Preston’s boy. It had become necessary to step in after it became known that Preston was keeping Kenneth as a prisoner as well as abusing him.

	And abusing Linus.

	He clenched his fists, nodding toward another good friend, Bruce. The hulking boxer stepped out of the shadows, blocking Preston’s path.

	“Get out of my way, you oaf,” Preston snarled out.

	Bruce widened his stance, punching one fist into the other. “Talk like that’ll land you one in the kisser.”

	Preston stilled. He straightened, almost as if he dared Bruce to sock him one. Thomas ached to get closer, to see what Preston’s expression might reveal. It had become much too clear from the Master’s recent behavior that he’d gone off the rails. Kenneth had rescued Linus from his clutches and the other dominant men of Hampton Road had taken it upon themselves to rescue Kenneth. Banishing Preston from the club permanently was the final part of their plan for the evening.

	“If you’re going to hit me, go on then and be done with it.” Preston’s voice was low, menacing. “I’ve had enough of this horseshit. But let’s be clear on one thing. All of you purported Masters may think you’ve won, but this isn’t over. It’ll never be over until I get my property back.”

	Thomas winced. Preston had only ever spoken of Kenneth or treated him as if he was little more than a possession that he could do with as he pleased. His words only served to reinforce that perception.

	And there’s what he tried to do to Linus…

	Thomas had sworn to Aaron—as well as Saul and Theodore—that he would behave. But that still didn’t stop him from wanting to rip Preston apart, to make him feel as afraid and vulnerable as he’d made Linus feel.

	Bruce stepped to one side to allow Preston to pass, but continued to glare at him while following behind the lunatic as he marched to his motorcar. As soon as Preston had stepped into the blue sedan then roared down the driveway to the street, Thomas relaxed somewhat. However, that didn’t answer his curiosity as to what had gone on inside while he’d been waiting in the driveway. Soon, his part in the evening’s scheme would come into play. 

	“Thanks, Bruce.” 

	Thomas called his friend over. Bruce and his fellow pugilist, George, had relocated from Santa Barbara to the Los Angeles area with Thomas to join Hampton Road. Six months had already passed since he’d arrived, and Thomas was glad Aaron had talked him into making the move. The men of Hampton Road were honorable and the submissives delightful. He‘d been embraced by the members even more than he’d hoped for when he’d been asked to be a part of the board that ran the club.

	“Don’t worry about him none. He’s nothin’ but a big palooka. George an’ I can handle that rat.”

	Thomas clapped Bruce on the back, chuckling. “I have nothing but the utmost faith in you both.” He glanced around the mostly darkened area, frowning. Only the electrified lanterns by the door gave off any light. “Where is George, by the way?”

	He jumped as George slipped into the glow cast by the lamps, seemingly out of nowhere. With a hand over his thumping heart, Thomas let out a shaky laugh. “Are you sure you’re not illusionists as well as prize fighters?”

	George, an even more thickly compacted version of his hombre, shook his head. “No, chief. We’re just light on our feet, gotta move fast in the ring.”

	“Ah, yes.” Thomas smirked. “However, I’m not sure the same skills are required to master the submissive men here at the club.”

	Both men shrugged simultaneously, and Thomas was reminded of why they worked so well together as Dominants—they were always so in tandem with each other. If they ever fell for the same boy and decided to keep him, whoever that man was would be one lucky submissive.

	“Thomas!” 

	He turned to see Aaron waving frantically at him as he exited the mansion.

	After thanking Bruce and George again, he trotted over to Aaron. He was anxious to know everything that had gone on when Preston had been confronted and told that Kenneth was done with him for good.

	“Well?”

	His friend was out of breath. “Change of plans. Kenneth is staying with Saul.”

	“He…?” Thomas broke into a smile. Things were much improved already. “That’s wonderful news.”

	“Yes, well, it is. But we have other problems now.”

	“Oh?”

	“Otis and a few of his cronies are demanding to see the owner of Hampton Road immediately. They’re questioning whether we did the right thing by interfering with Preston and Kenneth.” Aaron ran a hand through his hair, vainly attempting to get the greased strands back in place. “The whole idea of doing the nominations tonight for board membership has gone to hell too.”

	Thomas pressed his lips together as he considered the turn of events. Otis had proven himself to be the one board member who was the most resistant to the idea of establishing rules to protect the safety of the submissives. Initially, Thomas had been somewhat in agreement with Otis. He’d had his own issues with how easily the implementation of rules in the wrong hands could cause harm, but he’d relented once he’d witnessed Kenneth’s abuse for himself. After he’d also found out what Preston had done to Linus and that Kenneth hadn’t consented to much of what had been done to him—he’d come to agree that there did need to be at least some policies put in place. But there were still those who disagreed with that stance.

	“Isn’t it rather abrupt to try and bring the owner here right now?”

	Aaron grimaced slightly. He’d seemed unsettled since rushing from the home. In the few years Thomas had known Aaron, he’d never seen the typically serene man so on edge. Aaron was almost ten years older than Thomas’ twenty-six, so he’d naturally looked up to him as a mentor or big brother.

	“That’s just the thing. Saul has promised Otis and the other men he can produce this mystery owner in thirty minutes.” Aaron appeared as if he was in pain. “That doesn’t seem likely, but he sent me out here to give you new instructions while I can only assume he’s contacting the fellow.”

	The entire scenario perplexed Thomas. He was the newest on the board, so he presumed there was much he still had to learn about the inner workings of the club. “It would seem that Hampton Road’s anonymous owner is about to be revealed.”

	Aaron sighed. “Yes, indeed.” He shook himself as if he were trying to wake up. “Right. What Saul needs you to do is motor up to my place and retrieve Sam, Francesco and Linus then bring them back here. That way, they can keep Kenneth company while we all handle the situation with Otis. As you can imagine, poor Kenneth is rather upset and doesn’t want to be left alone.”

	“Oh, of course.” 

	Thomas couldn’t stop himself from fidgeting. It would be good to have Sam, Aaron’s boy and Francesco, Theodore’s boy by Kenneth’s side while he waited for Saul’s return. However, even if it had been intended for Linus and Kenneth to live in Sam and Aaron’s guesthouse, they hadn’t seen each other since the night Kenneth had saved the young man from Preston. 

	Linus is so sensitive, so shy.

	“Thomas?”

	He jerked up his head, not realizing how lost in his thoughts he’d been. “Sorry, Aaron. I… Do you think it’s prudent for Linus to come back here? He told both you and Saul he never wanted to return after what happened.”

	“Yes, but…” Aaron pursed his lips. “Shit. Of course. He was thinking we’d be bringing Kenneth to him, not the other way around.” Aaron regarded him with pleading eyes. “Despite his feelings about Hampton Road, he likes you. You told me yourself that those few times you interacted with him, you both got on well. I’m sure if Preston hadn’t…” Aaron cleared his throat. “Anyway, if you explain that Kenneth needs him, and that Sam and Francesco are going…” 

	Thomas nodded. “I’ll see what I can do.”

	A small groan came out of Aaron. “Excellent. Here’s the key to get back in with the boys—we’re locking up for the night. We don’t want any more men coming in and we want to make sure Preston doesn’t return.” Aaron dropped the key in Thomas’ hand. “Oh, and Saul said to tell the valet to put the black wreath up on the gate after you leave. That way everyone will know we’re closed.”

	“Good idea. I’m off then.”

	“Quick as you can?”

	“Quick as I can convince a traumatized young man that he won’t come to harm at Hampton Road again.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“Do you think Kenneth will like helping with the plants?” Sam kept peering out the window then pacing around the room.

	Linus was still trying to get accustomed to Sam and Francesco’s non-stop energy. They were both different in the sense that Sam ached to please everyone around him whereas Francesco ached to see how much he could get away with before he was caught by Master Theodore. But they were identical in seemingly unlimited reserves of liveliness. All of them were within a year of one another in age. Francesco was the oldest—almost twenty-one. Sam had just turned nineteen and Linus was in between them both. Kenneth was another matter altogether. The man who’d put himself in harm’s way to protect Linus was probably in his late thirties.

	“He’ll probably do anything to get away from that nasty Cornwall fellow. He was no Master.” Lying back on one of the two single beds set up for Linus and Kenneth, Francesco fiddled with the collar around his neck that signified his commitment to Theodore. “But I’m sure there are much worse things than taking care of a bunch of plants.”

	“That’s not nice.” Sam placed his hands on his hips with an indignant expression. His lips were pressed together, and he glared at Francesco with a harsh frown. Linus knew how much Sam treasured his nursery. “What’s wrong with taking care of plants anyway?”

	The two friends bickered back and forth about the merits of growing things and Linus’ mind drifted to his own situation. An arrangement had been made where both Kenneth and Linus could work at Sam and Aaron’s nursery until they’d decided on what they wanted to do with their lives. Linus’ face heated when he thought about what he’d been compelled to do so far in order to survive. After moving to Hollywood to pursue his dream of being a costume designer at the motion picture studios, he’d been dismayed at the lack of immediate employment prospects. The small amount of money he’d saved for his trip hadn’t lasted long.

	Going on dates with men had been something one of his flophouse roommates had told him about. He’d explained that you could get your meals paid for and a handful of dollars if you were nice to the older gentlemen who enjoyed having a young, pretty man on their arm at one of the speakeasies. Mickey had introduced him to the owner of the pansy club he was often taken to and soon enough – Linus had his first date. 

	He’d been frightened, but desperate. The fellow who’d taken him out had treated him well and hadn’t put the screws on him. They’d held hands at the speakeasy, shared a meal and danced. Linus had been driven back to the dive where he stayed, and that had been it. The whole evening had been much less stressful than he’d imagined. The owner of the club didn’t demand any payment to connect the boys with interested men because the more dates he made, the more business he got. Mickey had explained that the situation also reduced the likelihood they would get roughed up or worse—the proprietor of the pansy club didn’t want any trouble, so he only matched up men with whom he had some knowledge of.

	But soon, Linus had needed more than the occasional meal paid for—he’d needed his share of the flophouse rent. He’d underestimated how difficult it would be to get a job making costumes at the studios. The need for connections wasn’t something he’d counted on. The only legitimate job he’d managed to get on his own had been for a play. He’d been tasked to sweep the theatre, clean the toilets and give out handbills for the show. Once in a while, he’d helped fix costumes that had needed mending. So far, it was the closest to his dream he’d gotten. When the play closed without notice, he’d found himself in trouble. That was when he’d begun to accept money to touch other men, then eventually, to take them in his mouth. 

	He’d been clumsy at first, but they’d been more than happy to coach him, and the extra dough had made a big difference. Suddenly, he had better food, cleaner, nicer clothes and trolley rides to help search for a respectable job. He could also easily pay his share of the rent, even getting a room with only one other boy—something most of the others couldn’t afford. That aspect of his newfound fortune had been important to him. He didn’t like being around a lot of people. And as ashamed as he was over what he had done, he’d never taken the next step by giving his body to another man for money. He’d only given it for pleasure.

	I wish I could go back to Hampton Road.

	“Linus? Are you okay? You look sad.”

	He glanced up at Sam from where he was seated on the edge of one of the beds. “Oh, I, um…” 

	Linus had never shared all he’d done with Francesco and Sam, even if Francesco was rather free regarding his own exploits on the streets. It wasn’t easy for Linus to talk with others about personal things and, when he got too nervous, he sometimes stumbled over his words, fought to get them out. His parents had been loving in their own way, but unnecessary emotional outbursts had been frowned upon. Whenever he’d asked a lot of questions about how life worked, he’d been told to hush. Once he’d had the chance to reflect on it after he’d moved out on his own, he supposed asking things such as ‘why don’t boys marry other boys?’ might have had something to do with it.

	Sam still stared at him inquisitively, so Linus stammered out the first thing that came to mind. “I um, I-I hope Kenneth stays away from that awful place from now on.”

	Francesco propped up on his elbows. “You don’t mean Hampton Road, do you?”

	I’m such a dolt.

	He winced at his own unthinking remark. “I…I’m sorry. I just…”

	“Don’t worry, Linus.” Sam crossed the small expanse of the bedroom then sat next to him on the bed. He draped an arm loosely over his shoulders. “I know you had that one bad thing happen to you. But you should remember that it’s Preston, not the club that’s rotten. Didn’t the fellow who brought you to the club the first time treat you nice either?”

	“Oh, no. Ned was very nice. He was the one who thought I might like to learn more about, um…” He lowered his head, heat rising up his neck and into his cheeks again. 

	“I understand. I didn’t know all about that kinda stuff either until Aaron showed me. But you said you thought Thomas was a real sheik. You musta liked whatever it was he did to you.”

	Francesco piped in. “Yeah, he’s a looker all right. I saw you go to a room with him a couple times. Didn’t he cotton to you well enough to ask you again? Is that how you ended up with that big galoot Preston?”

	His face was so hot, Linus thought he might break out in a sweat. He’d never told anyone, not even Thomas, about how significant his last time with Thomas had been. If only Preston hadn’t ruined things…

	If only I hadn’t been acting like a child by going with Preston when I saw Thomas with that other boy.

	“I-I don’t know.” He couldn’t meet either of his friends’ eyes. “Thomas was busy that night and Preston asked me, so I, um…” 

	Linus frowned. The first time with Preston hadn’t been too bad. He’d been a little rougher than Linus would’ve liked, but he’d been so flattering toward him. Linus had been lulled into going along with the love play, even allowing Kenneth to touch him too. On the next couple of occasions he’d agreed to be with Preston and Kenneth hadn’t been because he necessarily wanted to—even if he’d liked Kenneth a lot—but because he’d thought it might make Thomas jealous. Instead, it had only seemed to alienate the handsome Master. Because of his rash and stupid behavior, he’d put himself in the position to be manhandled by Preston to the point where he could’ve been raped if Kenneth hadn’t stepped in by taking Linus’ place. 

	And here he was, waiting for Thomas to bring Kenneth to stay with him. Would his dream Master want to see him again, or was Thomas disgusted by the fact that he’d been intimate with Preston, that he’d given himself to another man? But Thomas went with someone else too. That was the problem. Linus had no idea how men made the decision to stay with only one other fellow. So far, he’d only been with men who’d wanted to pay for him. Then after he’d been introduced to the club, he’d seen plenty of men go with different lovers. However, there was Sam and Francesco. They belonged exclusively to their lovers, their Masters.

	What would that be like?

	Headlights shone through the window and Sam jumped up. 

	”They’re here!”

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Thomas pulled into the long dirt driveway of Aaron and Sam’s property. His vehicle rocked and jerked over the deep ruts that had likely been carved in the dirt after a recent storm that had flooded some of the canyons above Altadena. The two-story home that belonged to his friends was positioned on one side of the front with the nursery taking up the other. The driveway extended to the back of the large tract of land where there was a greenhouse for seedlings and plantings that weren’t for sale yet. That was also the location of the small single level guesthouse where Linus and the other boys would be waiting. Thomas gripped the wheel tighter. He couldn’t help but be nervous over seeing Linus for the first time since the night he’d mistakenly let him go with Preston.

	It wasn’t as if I had any right to interfere.

	That fateful night, he’d left the ballroom where Preston had been doing a demonstration with Kenneth. All he’d fantasized about the entire time he’d sat through the show was getting Linus alone with him again. But he’d overheard Saul and Aaron whispering about meeting in the smoking room and Thomas’ curiosity had been peaked. However, he’d been much more interested in seeking out Linus’ company. 

	As he’d headed to the stairs that would’ve taken him to the third floor and the submissives’ den, he’d spied Linus slipping into one of the playrooms. His gut clenched as he remembered it. There was no way for him to have known that Linus was putting himself in harm’s way at the time. Still, he wished he could go back in time and do the one thing they were never supposed to do at the club. Knock on the door of another man’s reserved room and coax Linus to go with him instead.

	After the rules are established, hopefully men like Preston won’t be an issue.

	How he wished he’d laid claim to Linus the way he’d considered doing. The idea of tying himself to one man again—even on a trial basis—hadn’t seemed like something he was ready for yet, even if Linus had sparked the notion. Instead, he’d done what he always had and helped himself to whichever boy caught his eye. 

	Unfortunately, the first one he’d taken to a room hadn’t been able to erase the mark Linus had unknowingly left on his heart. And after what had happened to the shy young man Thomas had begun to fall for, Linus would likely never want to go near the club or another Master ever again.

	Thomas reached the end of the driveway then switched off the engine. As soon as he shut off the lights, he noticed two of the young men he’d been sent to retrieve with their faces pressed against the window. Linus wasn’t one of them. It appeared he would have to employ whatever techniques of convincing he might possess in order to persuade Linus to come to Hampton Road.

	After exiting the convertible, he strolled up to the front door of the small cottage. It was important that he appear unhurried, unconcerned. There was no way of knowing how agitated Linus already was from the entire scheme involving Preston. It wouldn’t do for him to add to any stress Linus might be holding inside.

	Before he’d had a chance to reach the porch, the door flung open with Sam and Francesco bounding out. They spoke on top of each other.

	“Where’s Kenneth?”

	“Why isn’t Kenneth here?”

	“What happened?”

	“Did Preston get him?”

	Thomas placed two fingers in his mouth then let out a loud whistle. They silenced immediately.

	“Thank you, that’s better. Let’s go inside then I’ll explain everything.”

	“But what about…”

	Thomas’ glare stopped Francesco from going any further. “Do I need to have a word with Theodore?”

	Francesco cleared his throat. “Of course not. Why don’t we go inside where you can explain everything?” 

	He gave Thomas a winning smile that didn’t fool him for a moment. Thomas liked Francesco’s enthusiasm and he’d seen the boy and Theo give some amazing demonstrations, but a submissive like him would wear Thomas out. If he ever settled down someday, he’d prefer someone more even-tempered and calm.

	Like Linus.

	He groaned, the whole night beginning to wear on his nerves. Following the excited young men, Thomas inhaled a deep breath to prepare himself to speak to them all in a steady, soothing way. As soon as he entered the home, he noted that Linus wasn’t in the main area. The tiny residence boasted a front room with an attached kitchen, a bathroom, then the single bedroom beyond where he stood. He didn’t bother to remove his driving cap—he didn’t plan on staying. But he’d already determined not to leave without Linus. 

	“Could you please call Linus into the room so I can fill all of you in on tonight’s events at the same time?”

	“Sure.”

	Sam exited and Thomas observed as Francesco bounced up and down on the balls of his feet.

	A handful all right.

	Sam re-entered the living area, holding onto Linus’ hand as he trailed behind him. Thomas resisted the urge to frown, concerned it might be misinterpreted by the reticent young man. He mentally kicked himself again for not following through on his initial instinct to claim Linus. It would have saved them both so much grief. 

	Jet black hair with bright blue eyes had stunned Thomas from the first moment he’d spied Linus at the club. His perfectly soft pale skin, a startling contrast to the color of his hair, had pinked beautifully when Thomas had spanked him. And there had been such a natural bond between them, an immediate connection. Why hadn’t he simply taken a chance that Linus was the one for him?

	Thomas rubbed his eyes and groaned. He needed to get a hold of himself. When he lowered his hands, he caught Linus staring at him before he quickly averted his gaze. Linus’ cheeks reddened.

	Does he still have an affection for me?

	If there was even a small possibility that Linus might still hold an interest in being with him again, it wasn‘t the right time for such a discussion. But Thomas filed the idea away for later.

	“There’s nothing to worry about, things went very well. Preston is gone—never coming back, I might add—and Kenneth will be staying with Saul from now on.”

	“K-Kenneth is okay?” Linus’ small voice betrayed his nervousness, but he didn’t look away.

	Thomas gave him what he hoped was a comforting smile. “Yes, he’s fine. But since he’s not going to be coming back here, and Saul has to handle some business at the club before he takes Kenneth home with him, we need all of you to help.”

	“How can we help?” 

	Francesco appeared excited over the possibility. Sam still clutched Linus’ hand as he exchanged glances with him.

	“We would like for you all to come with me to Hampton Road and keep Kenneth company for a while until he can go with Saul. As you can imagine, this has all been very upsetting. It would be a comfort for him to have friends by his side so he’s not alone while he waits.”

	“Then what are we all standing here for? Let’s go!” Francesco turned to his friends right as Linus pulled away from Sam, his eyes widening in apparent panic. He bit his lip then regarded Thomas. “Oh. Well, we can go, and Linus can stay here. Right?”

	Frustration filled Thomas at Francesco’s words, in particular because Linus had visibly calmed because of them. His shoulders had relaxed, and he’d let loose a sigh as if in relief.

	“Sam and Francesco, would you wait in the car please? I’ll be there shortly.”

	For once, Francesco quietly did as he was told and they both left the house. Linus bowed his head and clasped his hands. Thomas shook his head, disappointed that Linus’ tension had reappeared. But he didn’t have time to be coy with Linus, so he dove right in.

	“Are you still afraid of going to Hampton Road?”

	Linus shrugged. His response reminded Thomas of how he’d planned to work with Linus on expressing himself better before Preston had entered the picture.

	“Words please.”

	Linus jerked up his chin, a hint of defiance in his gaze.

	Good.

	“I don’t see why I have to go back there. I, um, I already told Masters Aaron and Saul I wouldn’t return.” He visibly swallowed. “Even if Preston isn’t there anymore, i-it’s not as if there’s a reason to go back.” His cheeks reddened and he lowered his head again.
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