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 For Tracey, who understood Gideon long before I did.
 
  
 
 Chapter One “…and I assure you, Mr. Malter, that as soon as I have the money, you will have it, before I've had a chance to buy even so much as a pastry.” Gideon Frost “assisted” the paper merchant's agent out of the tiny printer's shop and closed the door on him, locked it and pulled down the blind. Then the smile he'd been holding throughout the interview with the increasingly irate clerk slid from his face as slowly and surely as snow slipping from a roof. The man could still be heard outside, complaining of the debt-ridden printer and his shoddy work to anyone who might be listening. Gideon stayed quiet, waiting until he eventually heard the man's footsteps and complaining voice fading away.
 
  
 
 Erastes He was grateful that Simeon & Sons had sent such a small and easily manhandled debt-collector, but he knew that he'd been lucky in that. He would not remain so for long. As he walked back through the shop into the claustrophobic
 
 working
 
 space-cum-bedroom,
 
 Gideon
 
 rubbed his chilled hands together and tried to regain the good humor he'd had before Malter's visit. Debts. Too many debts and these days, too many debt-collectors. He had no doubt that this one was nothing more than a shot across the bows. The fussy little Malter would bear no relation to the man that, Gideon was sure, would be along later today, or at the latest tomorrow. The next one would be bigger, a lot bigger, and probably armed. Things had got desperate. Money had to be found, and fast. He hated closing the shop, but it had to be done. The likelihood of selling an engraving or a lithograph this late in the day was utterly remote. It was late January, and few people were interested in buying such luxuries after the excesses of Christmas; and the daylight, already muted by the dark gray sky, was fading fast, making the few people that were around drift away, no doubt thinking of hearth and home. Locking up, Gideon made his way through the narrow shop-lined streets, wincing as the bitter ice-chilled wind cut 2
 
 Frost Fair through the layers of clothing right through to his bones. He couldn't remember when it had been as cold as this; icicles hung from every roof and the frost hung around in the streets long after daylight broke. The sun was almost constantly hidden by black menacing clouds, keeping the temperatures down. A fog was building too, rising from the frozen ground, creeping along the quiet alleys. It would be thick by tonight, Gideon thought. Frost's shop was near the Strand end of Fleet Street—a decent location for passing trade and for visitors to the prisons—but it was a freezing walk from there to St. Paul's, and before he'd even reached Ludgate Hill, he was chilled to the bone and not in any mood for the business he had come about. Damn it, he thought, another few pennies are not going to beggar me. With a wry smile at his own delusions he stepped
 
 inside
 
 The
 
 Bell,
 
 nodding
 
 to
 
 his
 
 father's
 
 acquaintances—printers and journalists, to a man—and slid down into a shadowed booth with his tankard. Acquaintances, he thought to himself. Not friends. His fingers tightened around his mug at the memory of how no one had raised a finger to help his father when he'd got ill, despite Gideon being sent around the area with pleas for aid. Anything would have done, he thought. We didn't want food, or paper. Just someone to run the press until his arm 3
 
 Erastes was healed. Gideon had tried, but he'd been too young to run the business well enough for the both of them. He didn't have the breadth of acquaintance that his father did, nor the easy charm, being less garrulous and a lot more shy than his open-handed father. His talent was for engraving, and between the bread-and-butter printing work (there were always pamphlets being printed by some wit, wag or Whig), Gideon's pictures of London scenes and the occasional commission of a portrait, the little shop had just managed to keep its head above water. Until Gideon's father had caught his arm in the press. The wound had festered and, in the end, it had killed him. Gideon had constantly to remind himself that it was the press and the infected arm that had killed him, not his father's printing peers, but he found it hard not to feel bitter. His father had often loaned a fellow printer some ink, some paper, some skill in repairing the mechanism. He hadn't been a saint, far from it, but he had helped others. At the pathetic, sparse burial, Gideon hadn't spoken to anyone. He had been too angry. And when all the debts were paid, and he realized he'd nothing left except the press, he swore to himself that he'd never ask a man for help—not if he died in consequence. Outside the grimy windows he could see that the light 4
 
 Frost Fair had finally gone, so he pulled on his gloves and went back out into the street. As anticipated, the fog was thicker now; already it was almost impossible to see the other side of the street. As he strode up Ludgate Hill, St. Paul's loomed, ghostly and white, over the area. The uphill walk and the ale had warmed him a little and he was more prepared for his work as he reached the Churchyard. There were already a couple of figures in the shadows moving away from the street, and Gideon thought he might be lucky. St. Paul's Churchyard, with its proximity to the mighty cathedral, seemed, at first glance, an unlikely place for male prostitution, but it was well-established. There were other places, Gideon knew, but the theatres cost money, and Cock Lane and Lad Lane were too damned far in this cold. Besides, more gentlemen came to this area. Perhaps not aristocracy—at
 
 least
 
 Gideon
 
 had
 
 never
 
 knowingly
 
 encountered any—but there were men with money to spend for a talented hand or mouth. The proximity of the great church seemed to thin the fog, so he slipped into the deeper shadows on the cathedral side and walked as quietly as he could along the path around the edge. His nerves always set in when he was this close to selling himself. Fear of meeting someone violent, fear of the constables, fear of meeting someone he knew. Here and there under the trees he could make out shapes, 5
 
 Erastes moving furtively and no doubt engaging in the minimum of small talk before commencing their activities. Behind the Chapter House, dark and secluded, there was a paved, small courtyard and Gideon made for that. He knew damned well that men sold themselves even during the day here, and indeed in St. Paul's Walk, and even within the walls of the Cathedral itself, but he had not sunk that far—yet. Sometimes he wondered if one day it might come to that, because he never seemed to make enough money honestly. In the courtyard, the fog parted to reveal a tall man, cloaked, wearing a tall buckled hat. Whether he was offering trade or waiting for it, Gideon didn't yet know, but he stepped quietly in, moving softly towards the dark figure, his heart pounding in his chest. It wasn't unheard of for constables to lay in wait for the ‘unnaturals' that frequented the Churchyard, but Gideon had come too far to stop now, and the thought of another debt collector's visit drove him on. He fancied he knew this part of London as well as any Bow Street Runner, and he was fitter and leaner than most of them; he'd give them a run for their money before he'd allow himself to be caught. The man was smoking a pipe, and the glow lit his face with an unearthly hue, highlighting a broad forehead, decorated with fashionable curls, and a slim, rapacious 6
 
 Frost Fair nose. Not handsome, but not bracket-faced, either. Gideon steeled himself. “Good evening, sir,” he said, then, realizing how damned loud his voice sounded, he pitched it lower, and added a more common slant to his tone. “Lonely?” “I have been waiting for company,” the man said, “and the wind is so chill I've damned near lost the use of what I'd use.” “I think that you will need to be warmed then, sir,” Gideon said, stepping closer. The scent of the pipe was warm and pleasant, redolent of roaring fires and spicy ale. They were inches apart; the man did not back away and Gideon knew the dance from here. His hand touched the man's jacket, then dropped lower to find with annoyance and surprise that the man hadn't even readied himself, and was still buttoned up. “I thought you'd be ready for me, sir,” he said to cover his annoyance. “Oh I am,” said the stranger. “You'll see.” The pipe flared again and Gideon felt a shiver of fear. Perhaps the man was a constable, perhaps this was one visit too many. But in the light of the dying embers of the pipe, Gideon could see the man had a small smile, as if he'd just realized what Gideon meant. “Oh! It's my first time here,” the man continued. Gideon rather doubted that, but a lot of the sodomites gave 7
 
 Erastes that excuse, if they talked at all. “And in any case, I fear your hands might be colder than my piece,” he said, and Gideon felt a gloved hand catch hold of one of his own. “Dash it, even through my gloves I can tell. Veritable blocks of ice. What is your name?” Confused, Gideon backed away, shaking his hand loose. This was not how things were supposed to go. Other visits here had been almost wordless; an exchange, a dicker for price, a swift fumble, palm tight around prick to conclusion and a hurried parting. That was the tradition, the steps of the dance. Some men did more—out there in the dark he could hear unmistakable grunting that told a tale of a hurried, cold coupling—but Gideon never let anyone swive him for money. “No names here, sir. If I don't suit, I'll…” “No.” The man knocked out his pipe against the wall. “Damn me. I had thought this would be more of an adventure, and all I am is freezing. Come. Let me make you a proposition. We can continue here, you can stroke my arbor vitae for me with those cold hands for a shilling—or you can come have a drink with me and rouse me thoroughly. For a guinea. Whaddyousay? Blamed if I'm standing around in the cold—even for a handling—when there's comfort to be had.” 8
 
 Frost Fair The air seemed colder; the fog left droplets of moisture on their clothes, which froze as soon as they formed, and the snow had started at last. Gideon was sorely tempted at the offer. A guinea. He'd come up here to make a few shillings but a guinea could buy off Simeon and some left for those inks he'd been promising himself… But to go off with some stranger, no matter how rich he seemed, was madness. “Go where, sir?” “Good man,” the stranger said. “Wait, I did not agree—” “Who's there?” Both men turned as one as the new voice cut through the snow and the fog. A lantern, held aloft by what Gideon was quite certain was an unseen constable, was moving through the dark. “The Yard's being searched,” he hissed to his companion. “We need to leave. Now.” Angry voices echoed off the cathedral walls. “'Ere! What are you two about? Grab 'im—and 'im!” It seemed the Runners had found a couple who had wasted less time in conversation than Gideon and his erstwhile customer. All thoughts of debts and guineas temporarily vanished; he grabbed his companion's arm and together they sped out of the gate as fast as was possible, keeping in the darkest shadows until they were into the main street where they 9
 
 Erastes melted into the fog and walked slowly away towards the river. Gideon's heart was pounding; it was the closest he'd come to that kind of danger. “I'll leave you here,” he said, too scared by the experience to keep his voice subservient. “Good hunting, sir.” “No, wait—” The gentleman caught hold of his arm, and Gideon turned. The lantern nearest to them threw light and detail upon a friendly and a younger face than Gideon was expecting. “My carriage is just below, in Carter Lane.” Gideon was impressed in spite of himself, but wondered why such a man as this needed to frequent such a whore-pit as St. Paul's. The man continued, “I meant it, about the guinea. A meal, some drink...” “Another time, sir, I'm afraid.” “Just to thank you, then? You saved us both back there while I was blind in the dark. Your knowledge of the Churchyard…Oh…put my foot in it.” Gideon flinched. He wasn't used to people discussing his whoring to his face. “Damn,” the man continued. He leant forward, shook Gideon's hand. “I'm always saying the wrong thing. But the offer's there if you want.” “It's kind of you, but I think we have risked enough tonight.” “Another time then, as you say.” 10
 
 Frost Fair Without an answer—for who wants to make friends with a customer?—Gideon turned on his heel, stuck his hands back into his gloves and strode towards home, cursing himself. And what was your stiff-necked reason for turning away a guinea? He didn't look dangerous, or diseased. He berated himself all the way back down the hill, which took his mind off the cold, at least. He knew why he hadn't taken the seemingly pleasant young man up on his offer. It was because the man would expect...everything. Everything for a guinea. And everything was something Gideon didn't sell. Now, he thought bitterly, you'll have to walk to Lad Lane and be lucky with a couple of shillings unless you want to lose everything. Without thought he pushed open the door to The Bell once more, wanting a bracer before the walk, pulled out his change, noted the unaccustomed weight and stared, unbelieving, at his palm. There in the center of his last pennies was a bright, brassy and quite beautiful guinea.
 
 11
 
  
 
 Chapter Two Back in his shop, Gideon put a little coal on the fire, then carefully put the guinea on the fireplace. His thoughts were ragged, disorganized. He hadn't earned it. He hadn't done anything. But then...treacherous thoughts passed through his mind. He didn't know the man, and the likelihood of seeing him again was remote. He was nearly certain that he would have handed it back if he'd known it was there. Or he would have gone with the man and attempted to negotiate the extent and the price of his services. But, he reasoned, he had got them both out of there before the Runners widened their search. A grateful guinea was probably nothing to a man with that quality of clothes. Gideon remembered the feel of
 
  
 
 Frost Fair the thick woolen coat under his fingers, and the mention of a carriage, left idling in Carter's. Gratitude, then. An expression of gratitude. After all, that's where gratuity came from, wasn't it? He wasn't certain of his facts on the linguistics, but it seemed to make sense. That evening, for the first in many, he filled the grate, then banked the fire so it would burn slowly through the night. When Gideon woke the next morning, the fire had made a wonderful difference in the little room. He opened his eyes and his face was warm, the first time since sometime in October. He found that he'd actually thrown off his bed jacket in the night and he could feel Muffin, the cat that he pretended he didn't live with, curled up at the end of the bed, a warm heavy weight on his toes. He lay there in the cocooning dark for a moment or two before taking a tinderbox from the floor beside him and striking a match for his lamp. He was busy planning his day, washing and shaving when he heard a familiar repeated knock at the front door. Not bothering to wipe the foam from his face, he opened the door. Snow came billowing out of the fog, and even the fog itself seemed to creep into the shop in menacing floor-level tendrils. It took a moment to force the door closed again, while the bell above the door clanged wildly. With a 13
 
 Erastes shudder for the chill that had invaded the warmth of the shop, he turned to the small figure peeling its coat off and bending to stroke Muffin, who usually ignored all humans (including Gideon) but for some reason tolerated the worship of a young guttersnipe. “Mornin' guvnor.” Half-suspecting that the boy was actually talking to the cat, Gideon chose to claim the greeting for himself. “Good morning, Mord. You are early.” “Not finished your shave, yet?” “As you can see.” “Yeah. Sorry, guv. Our Mum sent me down to the river with our Easy and our Urry to see if it was freezing.” “It's cold enough for it.” He continued his shave. “Any sign of it?” “I think this year it just might, you know? The jetties and banks is all frozen already, and some of the boats is stuck fast. An' they've had to break the ice between the arches on the bridge twice, Old Isaac told us. There's big lumps of ice floating in the water, too big and too dang'rous for the boatmen to fish out and when they hit the bridges? The sound is fair like old Boney's cannons.” Gideon wiped his face. “Pray that you may never hear the real thing. Your mother is putting money on it freezing.” It wasn't a question. She did it every year. 14
 
 Frost Fair “Of course!” The boy grinned, now holding Muffin who had a patient expression on its grizzled face. If I tried that, thought Gideon, the animal would take my nose off. “Coo— wouldn't it be good though? I've seen pictures but Ma would be the first one down there with her cart, waiting for the crowds.” “Personally,” Gideon said dryly, pulling wrapped engraving plates from a drawer, “after this month, I wouldn't say no to some warmer weather. I don't know if I would trust the ice, especially with a heavy cart. You would last about a minute in that cold if you fell in.” “Worth the risk, Ma says. She told us about the last time it froze. Only for a day, she said, but everyone went rushing over there. People fell in too, didn't put people off. It's warm in here though. ‘Ad some luck yesterday, did ya?” Turning away and sitting down at the bench, Gideon nodded. “Yes. A bit of luck. Put the kettle on, will you? The heat won't last forever and we might as well get some food in us before the fire dies. And put that flea-carrier out, she'll only start scratching the door when I get the inks out, and the varnish is hardly dry from last time.” He hoped the boy was offended enough at the insult to his favorite—for Gideon was quite sure the boy was fonder of the cat than he was of his employer—not to question him further on what he'd sold and to whom. “Put her out the back window, 15
 
 Erastes though, I don't want to open the front door again until I have to.” Mord did as he was told, then set about getting breakfast for them both. With a shrug of his shoulders to ease a stiffness, Gideon sat down and started to work on the commission due at the end of the week. It was an engraving of a client's house, newly refurbished and faced with glaring white stone. Mordecai chattered on as he fried bacon. “You're out of tea,” he said, putting a plate in front of Gideon. “Want me to get some when I'm out?” Gideon covered the engraving over and put it to one side. “No.” No point in pretending they were in a postChristmas glut. That pretty little guinea had a lot of work to do. “We'll just have to go back to the coffee.” Mordecai wandered off, muttering about how some coffee was no better than floor sweepings but he didn't press the point. “You made a list?” he called out from the back room. Gideon could hear him putting the bed away and turning the handles of the press for oiling. “I have,” Gideon said, “but if you can manage the shop this morning, I want to go out myself. It's not like we are going to be that busy.” Mordecai came back in, wiping his hands. “I was going to do them leaflets for Doctor Cushing, s'morning.” 16
 
 Frost Fair “They can wait, if he comes in for them, then blame me.” “Fair enough. He don't pay on time anyway, cheap old sod—” “Mordecai…” “Well, he is.” “He most certainly is not, although he may be a little parsimonious. Careful. And after all, so am I. Careful, that is,” he added hurriedly, glad the boy couldn't see him blush. “Yeah, well, you ain't got two grigs—sorry, guv— farthings to rub together, mostly. He's just a fat cull.” “But not a sod. His wife will attest to that. I'm sure.” Gideon pulled his coat on, and Mordecai turned away grumbling, but with a smile on his face. “I will be back before noon, Mord,” he said, “and don't let that cat in.” “Goin’ to Simeon’s?” “First thing. I'll be back before noon.” Mordecai gave a small look of relief and Gideon left without saying more. He hated that Mord knew about his debts, but it was unavoidable. And he knew the boy worried. Gideon worried too, especially as to what might happen one day if an overanxious debtor came calling when it was just the boy there on his own. He doubted he'd even be able to deal with someone like Malter. It was the main reason he let the boy do the main bulk of the shopping for the shop; he somehow 17
 
 Erastes felt that, even carrying cash, Mord was safer on the streets than facing down a debt-collector in a confined space. As with many manufactories, Simeon’s warehouse was down on the river; a large building with eaves that overhung the water like a drunken giant. The smell down by the river was usually rancid, speaking to nose and sinus of the effluent poured into the Thames by a hundred, a thousand workshops. Today, Gideon noted, it was less offensive; perhaps it was the fog and the snow keeping it down. He negotiated the ash-strewn cobbled street with care, slipping and sliding until he almost fell through the doorway. The adventure of the journey had taken his mind from the factory, but when he pulled off his hat and shook the snowflakes free from his ears, he looked into the dim cavernous space and remembered exactly why he hated coming here. There were men hauling trucks around, carrying bolts of paper, but it was the other workers that set Gideon’s teeth on edge. Blank-eyed children, some younger than Mord’s little brothers, looked back at him, holding his gaze for a second and looking away again, with a frightening lack of curiosity. He felt no guilt for employing Mordecai, for without a job in the relatively clean and safe environment of the printer’s shop, he would likely be here, or any one of a hundred manufactories along the diseased river. 18
 
 Frost Fair Malter came out of a door off the main warehouse. He was smiling, but it was more a case of showing his teeth than any show of pleasure. “Ah, Mr. Frost,” he said, and the waves of self-satisfaction that came off him were plain to Gideon’s eyes, and did nothing to warm to the little man’s personality. “I am pleased you saw sense.” “How could I not,” Gideon said with as much sincerity as the other, “when you were so persuasive?” Better he think that, than Gideon’s fears of what might come after. Malter opened the door and gestured Gideon through it into a darkly paneled office, bleak as charity and nothing more to catch the eye than an oil lamp on the desk, almost completely obscured by piles of ledgers. Malter sat down; he didn’t need to ask Gideon to sit as there wasn’t another chair in the room. As the little man pulled one of the ledgers onto the desk in front of him, Gideon watched, wondering if it was his surroundings that seemed to have desiccated the clerk. Whether it was the constant camouflage of parchment and paper that had dried him out. He wondered briefly if he was married, if someone loved him, if anyone could with his stained fingers, dirty nails and unnaturally yellow, wispy hair that lay plastered on his scalp. He finished writing in a meticulous hand and looked up. “You’ll be paying the amount in full?” 19
 
 Erastes “No, actually I won’t,” Gideon said without a change in expression. “You won’t? Is that wise, Mr. Frost?” Gideon put the guinea down on the desk. “I’m paying for half of the quires I owe you for. Then I’ll expect eight more delivered, at which point I’ll pay for the lot.” Malter was gaping in shock. “You want more credit?” “It’s not all credit. I am paying for some of it.” “Less than half of what you owe, and then want more!” “I may be slow to pay, Mr. Malter, but I do always pay, I am sure that you have many a customer about which that is not true. I have a commission on hand which will clear the debt in full upon delivery.” There was a fruity laugh from behind him and it took all of Gideon’s self-control not to turn and react. Instead, he gave the smallest of yawns, as if he were warm and comfortable and turned his head slowly, unsurprised to see Simeon himself in the doorframe. “You are a bloody cheeky cub, a veritable Corinthian,” Simeon laughed. “I have always said as much. You may not take after your father in a lot of ways but you have a brass neck. Fair enough. I’ll deal round with you, lad.” Gideon bit his tongue. Personally, he did not consider threatening his livelihood with disaster was round dealing, but this was not the time to discuss it. 20
 
 Frost Fair “You agree to my terms?” “Let us say that you happened to strike on my own terms. When is your commission to be paid?” “The original is to be delivered to my client on the fourth of February.” “And on the fifth of February?” “I shall pay my debt to you in full.” “Good lad. And on the sixth day of February you shall have full credit with us once more.” Gideon opened his mouth to speak, but considered that he’d gone as far as he dared. Malter had gone red in the face but he opened a drawer, took out a box and changed Gideon’s guinea into smaller denominations then handed a palm full of coins over without another word. As the owner of the mill held the door open, Gideon slid through it. Then, when Simeon offered him a spitsoaked hand to shake, he dutifully spat likewise; solemnly, and in the center of his palm, and shook Simeon’s large, meaty hand. He refrained from the impulse to wipe his own until he was out of sight of the factory and swallowed up by the fog. Then he did it thoroughly, scrubbing his hands with snow before sticking them back into his gloves and feeling unclean even then. The fog was so bad on his way home that he actually got lost and had to step into a shop and find out the name of 21
 
 Erastes the road. After that, he kept to the pavement where it was possible, counting off streets in his head, and was relieved when he started to recognize the buildings around him. As he pushed open the door of the shop, Mord came rushing to help him with his packages. “Coo, you had me worried. It sounded noon a good while back. You didn’t have no trouble—” Shoving almost all the parcels on the boy to shut him up, Gideon stamped the snow from his feet on the worn mat. “No reason why I should, Mord.” “If you say so, guv’nor.” “I do. Now brush off. Here’s the rest of the list. Did Cushing call?” Mord took the list and held his hand out for Gideon’s purse, which he tied to a leather string around his waist and tucked away. “He did and he weren’t too pleased with being given the brush, neither. Said he’d come back for a nexplan-a-tion.” Gideon had to turn away at Mord’s impression of the pompous doctor, so the boy didn’t see his smile. “We didn’t sell nothing, neither, so you was lucky yesterday. What you sell anyway?” “I will speak to him.” Gideon gave the basket to the boy and ushered him out before any more questions got asked. He turned up the lamps against the unnatural dark the fog was causing and sat down with the commission that 22
 
 Frost Fair would—he trusted—get him out of his current financial hole for at least a month or so. He sat and stared at the plate, and carefully wiped off some imaginary dust with a soft cloth. The house was very beautiful. With eager hands, he pulled out the sketches that he’d made of the house as a basis for the engraving. The sketches were, necessarily, more vibrant than the finished portrait would be, an impression of movement in the handsome imported trees in the frontage and, most importantly, in one of them a rough and hurried sketch of the owner himself. Gideon knew that a casual observer would not think that the pencil lines did the man justice, but as he gazed at the rough drawing he’d done of the man as he stood outside his house, it seemed to Gideon himself as if the man was in the room. Gideon could almost see his light blue eyes, and that dark hair, with touches of gray already showing at the temples. Could see the crinkles at his eyes— he always seemed to be smiling, but then, Gideon reasoned, with his life—money and nothing but comfortable living— he had reason to spend his life smiling. He’d only seen the man twice—once when he came to the shop and once when he’d gone to sketch—but Gideon was as lost in admiration and a hopeless longing as ever he had been in for any of his school friends. And, like his school friends, Mr. Joshua Redfern had no idea that anyone had an unnatural affection 23
 
 Erastes for him. Why should he? The bell to the shop sounded and Gideon swiftly put a cloth over the plate and the sketches, mentally steeling himself for excuses to give the good doctor as to why his pamphlets were not ready. Wiping his hands, he ducked through the door to the shop and stood transfixed and speechless, for it was as if a wish had been granted. For there, seeming to fill the space provided, was the object of Gideon’s hopeless affection, Mr. Redfern himself.
 
 24
 
  
 
 Chapter Three Hellsfire, but it was cold. The little shop had tiny windows to the street, but they glowed with a warm, welcoming glow. Outside, Redfern stamped his feet and cursed the weather, unsuitable boots, thin stockings and the gods in general. Most particularly he cursed Matthew, his younger, love-sick brother who had insisted on dragging him from Brooks’ (where he’d been up ten guineas) to climb into an uncomfortable, draughty and no doubt flea-ridden public conveyance to Twinings, where he’d heard the divine Miss Devereaux was going to be. Despite Redfern’s assurance that no lady would be addled enough to visit a tea shop in this weather, no matter how fashionable a pursuit, there was no dissuading Matthew. Then when they arrived, the
 
  
 
 Erastes damned shop was closed. Matthew had given one of his most pup-like grins in response to Redfern’s invective and had suggested a return to Brooks’. “Not today,” Redfern had said. “And you’d better to go home, but I doubt that you will. Now you have dragged me from its doors with my pockets the richer for it, I think I should give Thouless time to plan his revenge.” “He did not look pleased at the defeat.” “And you looked entirely too pleased, little brother.” Matthew turned away at that and studied his walking cane with some care. “Not at all, although I admit that I don’t like him. Don’t like some of the stories.” “What have you heard? Irish gossip?” Redfern said acerbically. “Tattles from scullery maids and governesses. Things beyond The Pale are done differently than in London, Matty. What has he done other than charm and spend money, since he blew in from Kilkenny?” Matthew had said no more about it, but Redfern was nettled. He liked people to like his friends and Finbarr Thouless was the talk of the ton. He’d been pleased when the big, attractive Irishman had singled him out and sought his acquaintance. Redfern had wondered at it, for, other than an independent fortune, he himself had no power or influence. No title and no important relations. Nothing like 26
 
 Frost Fair the person that Thouless seemed to normally gravitate to. For a very little while he had hoped that Thouless had sought him out for more intimate reasons, because the Irishman was damnably handsome with his darkly curling hair and his blue eyes—“put in by a sooty finger” as the saying went—but Redfern was disappointed (as was so often the case) when his new friend appeared to share none of his own interest in the male sex. He watched the hackney swing away until in no time at all it was swallowed by the fog. He’d not encouraged Matthew to accompany him; the boy was already suspicious of his older brother’s bachelorhood, and it would be difficult to explain a visit to the engraver when the tradesman would come to the house whenever summoned. Redfern was also a little afraid that he was so attuned to Frost’s blond masculine beauty that anyone looking at himself, looking at the engraver, would be unable to mistake his longing. For longing it was, from the first time he’d seen the young man a few weeks before. He’d accompanied Finbarr Thouless through these very streets, as the Irishman hunted for a shop he’d heard of that could provide portraits and sketches for ‘discerning gentlemen’ but they got turned around, somehow, in the maze of bookshops and printworks. It didn’t help that Thouless and he were rather 27
 
 Erastes the worse for drink. It was Thouless who saw Frost first. Redfern had been browsing through some old atlases, wondering if he should buy them for their historical interest—the world changed shape daily, it seemed—when he became aware of Thouless’ sudden stillness and turned to look at his friend. The Irishman had been transfixed by something he’d seen. Redfern had not seen that expression in a man’s face before; his eyes had narrowed and his whole body was still, almost leaning towards the object of his gaze. It reminded Redfern of a Pointer bitch he’d owned as a young boy. He was just about to laughingly point this out when Thouless seemed to become aware of his behavior and continued his conversation. “What was it you were looking at?” Redfern had asked, looking in vain amongst the shopping throng. “Something rather beautiful,” the man answered. “Let us see if we can find it.” He led the way up the street, looking in each shop window as they passed. Finally, he pushed open a door and led the way into a small shop, with little in it except a chair, a counter and a range of decently executed engravings. Thouless turned to Redfern with a triumphant air, as if challenging him to find him wrong, but without saying a word. Redfern had been confused—his friend had never shown any signs of unnatural appetites, 28
 
 Frost Fair and he was sure, himself, that he had given no sign of it outwardly, for he was well practiced in his deceit against the world. The young man that Thouless had run to ground looked patiently and expectantly at the two men. Redfern found that he could not, in all truth, fault his friend for his taste, for the beauty of the shop-keeper—as it seemed that was who he was—was of that androgynous meld so beloved of the aesthete, whilst somehow not leaving the observer with any doubt of his masculinity. His shoulders were nicely broad, and his hands were large but slender, the fingers long and ending with blunt nails. His hair was corn-gold, his eyes wide and set far-apart—they might have been thought to be a fault, perhaps, on some men, but the strength of the nose balanced them, all over-topping generous lips that Redfern knew instantly he wanted to taste. He pulled himself together, and berated himself. I’m gawping like a landed trout! He realized that Thouless was talking to the vision, and quite normally—not staring at him like some shocked choirboy. He tore his eyes away from the young man and managed to catch up on what his friend was saying. “Sadly, no. My property is in Ireland and what isn’t damp is derelict—but Redfern here,” he said, indicating his companion with his silver-topped cane, “has a fine townhouse, all new and fancied-up. Ain’t that right, 29
 
 Erastes Redfern?” “Er…yes?” “I was remarking on the fine architectural pictures that Mr. Frost here does.” Redfern felt idiotic that somehow he’d missed the introductions. “Good work, what? The detail on Easterby’s place here, all those tiles and fluted bits.” “Er, yes.” He cursed himself for the seeming inability to say anything, anything at all. Thouless raised one darkly handsome eyebrow. “Well, then,” he said with exquisite patience and the subtlety of a rhinoceros, “perhaps Mr. Frost might be persuaded to do a commission. Were you not saying that you were thinking of getting some pictures done? Of the house?” Redfern could feel himself coloring, as for the third time, and, convinced he looked like some cork-brained nincompoop, all he could find to say was, “Yes. Yes, I was.” Somehow, he’d snapped himself out of his shock, and in moments, the young man—Gideon Frost—had written down Redfern’s name and address in, Redfern could not help but notice, an elegant hand, and had promised to call within a very few days. He’d explained that his assistant was unwell but he had every hope that his recovery was imminent. Redfern left the shop with a spring in his step he 30
 
 Frost Fair hadn’t had for many a month and found it difficult not to smirk. Thouless—damn his questing eyes—commented favorably on Frost’s talents all the way back to Fleet Street. To cover up his interest in the young man, Redfern said, “Are you trying to shock me, Finn? To hear you speak, I’d think you were smitten by young Frost.” Finbarr hailed a hackney, and as it trundled along the street toward them, he said, “I appreciate art, Joshua. That young man creates it, and his Creator has made it in him. If you tell me you did not see the beauty in him, I will call you a bowyer and as such I will never believe anything you say again.” Redfern had grunted something, enough to placate his friend and make him change the subject onto the ball of that night, and that had been the end of the matter between them. When Frost came to sketch the house, there was no archly sarcastic wag to confuse matters. But it did no good. For all that Redfern wanted to be the charmer, the urbane friend to Frost that Thouless was to him, he found it impossible. He was not so much tongue-tied, but seemingly tongue-less in the young man’s presence and all he had been able to do was give the engraver carte blanche to sketch where and how he liked. He sounded curt and gruff even to his own ears, and he knew that it was self-protection; better to appear an arrogant nouveau-riche than to give any hint of 31
 
 Erastes his true feelings. For from the moment he’d seen Frost again he knew that he was violently, passionately attracted to the young man, in a way that he hadn’t felt for many years. He left Frost to sketch, and forced himself not to trouble his work. He stayed in his library, giving orders to the staff that he had left the house and that he would call on the engraver presently. He sat and wrestled with the burgeoning attraction for the man he’d seen twice. What good would it do to moon after the young man? What good had it ever done? He’d learned harsh lessons in his life, that his predilections had brought nothing but danger and misery to all concerned. He’d long been of the opinion that it was better to live like a monk than to put one more man at risk. So what, he wondered, as he stood outside Frost’s shop on a freezing day, had led his footsteps back here? There was nothing in their business that could not have been done by servants or by correspondence but here he was. Before he gave it another thought, and talked himself out of it, he pushed open the door, and suddenly, as he saw the engraver stand with a welcoming smile on his face, he was warm.
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 Chapter Four Gideon hurried forward in what space there was. Redfern seemed to swallow up the space in the shop; his height, his width—both would be more in scale with a battlefield, on the back of an impressive charger—than here. It was one of Gideon’s fantasies to imagine Redfern decked out in scarlet and gold. But in the confines of the shop, he was out of place, and Gideon often feared that a casual uncontrolled turn might bring down whole shelves of ink. “Mr. Redfern, I did not expect you.” He thought frantically—had his recent pecuniary problems driven the knowledge of a planned meeting from his mind? He couldn’t believe that it had, he could never believe that any
 
  
 
 Erastes distraction would erase any appointment he’d have with this man. It was almost hard to breathe, for it seemed as if the man’s presence had sucked the air from the room. Despite the dusting of snow from Redfern’s boots, Gideon felt suddenly warm, particularly around the face and a lot lower down. He didn’t expect a swift answer from Redfern, and he was not disappointed. In their two short meetings, Gideon had learned that Redfern was not, like his friend Mr. Thouless, voluble. Rather the opposite, but Gideon rather liked that. His life had been spent in the company of salesmen, of fakirs and showmen, of politicians and quacks. It was solid, somewhat reassuring to meet a man who took time to think about what he said next, and didn’t have a glib answer for everything. His friend Thouless had been quite the opposite of Redfern in this regard, Gideon had been quick to notice. As usual, Redfern was taciturn, seeming as if the printer’s shop was the last place he wanted to be. There was an uncomfortable silence in which Gideon continued to look hopefully at his client, feeling more and more idiotic for the stupid and obsequious smile he knew he was wearing. Eventually: “Yes. I mean, no. You would not. I was in the area and thought I would see how you were doing. How you were...progressing. On the design.” 34
 
 Frost Fair Trying not to read anything more into his client’s words than were there, Gideon answered, “I am nearly done, sir.” “Oh, dash it, Frost, ‘sir’ makes me sound like I’m in me dotage.” Gideon found himself coloring. “If you insist, s...Mr. Redfern.” “And I ain’t my father, either.” “Indeed.” Gideon hardly knew what to say, and the conversation was baffling him. He didn’t even know what the man wanted, not that he was complaining, for just to have the opportunity to look at Redfern, awkward silences or not, was like a gift he was not expecting. But however handsome he found the man, he wasn’t going to cross the line from tradesman to acquaintance. “I hope you don’t want to see the work...” “Well, I was hoping to.” Gideon stepped in front of the small bench. “It’s a matter of habit. Of custom.” Call it superstition and have done, will you? “I find it has been bad luck to show a client a commission before it’s done. You expressed yourself satisfied with the sketches.” “Oh, oh completely. Yes.” The big man looked flustered again and Gideon felt a little flutter of panic. Maybe he wanted to cancel the commission? Perhaps it was a question of funds? It wasn’t something he could broach. I 35
 
 Erastes should have insisted on a deposit. He couldn’t afford to lose money on this work. “Then? How can I assist you?” He waited patiently while Redfern seemed to grope for words. “No. That was it, actually.” Gideon had a thought and turned around and rummaged through his papers. When he turned around, he was holding one of the charcoal sketches and he held it out to Redfern. “I am sorry to discommode you. To come all this way just to be disappointed.” Redfern seemed embarrassed by Gideon’s words and blustered that, truly, he had been in the vicinity. Gideon doubted it, especially in this weather but he continued to hold the drawing out. “Please, it’s not good enough for display, but enough to get an idea of the finished piece. I’d like you to have it.” “Then I will.” Gideon watched Redfern looking at the paper. Then the big man pointed to the paper. “You’ve put me in here. I wasn’t even standing there at the time.” Feeling himself color again, Gideon turned away, abruptly. He hadn’t meant to give Redfern that particular sketch. It was fairly obvious to anyone that a great deal more detail had been put into the figure at the gates than had been spent on the house. People might wonder at that, and worse, they might look at the rather hurried work on the house and doubt the artist’s skill. “I like to add details to 36
 
 Frost Fair bring a little flavor...I find myself putting things in that aren’t there. An artistic foible, if you wish. I assure you, you won’t be in the finished piece. Unless you wish it.” “Oh.” To Gideon’s ears, Redfern sounded a little perturbed. Perhaps he didn’t like people to add artistic foibles; some people were put off by art, he knew. Well, it was too late for the engraving. What was done was done. He changed the subject. “Perhaps your friend Mr. Thouless may be buying property in town?” “I doubt it.” Redfern was frowning and his eyes kept returning to the paper in his hands. “When will you be done?” “On time,” Gideon said. “By the end of next week.” He could easily have finished it in a very few days, but Redfern seemed to have no idea of that. “Let me give you something to carry that in.” He pulled a tube from a shelf and moved to take the sketch from Redfern. As he took the awkward thing from the man’s hands, his fingers brushed against the back of Redfern’s and the man jumped as sharply as if Gideon had grabbed his prick. Their eyes met and Gideon saw something like fear in Redfern’s eyes. Ah, well, he thought, better to know now, rather than live in any sort of hope. He backed away as if nothing had happened, rolled the paper expertly and handed it back to Redfern in the carrying tube. 37
 
 Erastes “No need to collect, of course, sir,” he said, dropping carefully into his place as a shopkeeper, as trade. “I will bring
 
 the
 
 framed
 
 print
 
 around—and
 
 the
 
 plate—as
 
 promised.” He retreated behind his counter, keeping himself under control as Redfern gave a short nod, made a strange guttural noise and swept out of the door. Icy wind flooded the shop, and Gideon let himself relax. He knew he had been stupid— insane to allow himself to harbor feelings for Redfern but he hadn’t been able to help himself. He’d rarely met anyone with such vitality, with such presence. Gruff and taciturn he certainly was, but to Gideon it seemed like everything was warmer, more real, more colorful, when he was near. Just a few more days¸ he thought as he sat down, picked up his burin and started to work the copper with tiny, delicate movements. Just a few more days and I’ll see him again. Perhaps he’ll be so pleased with the work he’ll want something else. Gideon had little hope of that, but he clung to it. It was the only relationship they could have, and Gideon knew it. It wasn’t as if he could call on Redfern as if he were an acquaintance. A friend. When Mord came back, his arms filled with packages, he found his master hard at work and humming tunelessly, a small smile on his handsome face. 38
 
 Frost Fair And what did that achieve? Redfern berated himself mercilessly as he marched through the narrow streets. Nothing. Nothing except to make yourself uncomfortable. His cock was hard, and he was grateful for his redingote which hid a multitude of sins, literally. He cursed himself for not having been able to strike up the simplest of conversations with Frost, and even more so for jumping like a nervous virgin when their skin had touched. It had taken just about every ounce of willpower not to grab Frost’s hand and draw him closer and damn and blast it to hell, he’d wanted to. But he knew that would never do; he’d only approached those he’d been sure of, and the surest way to exile and a ruined reputation was to make advances to a man who was likely to reject them. So he went home, to his newly renovated mausoleum that shouted of his status, but that, in its echoing halls, also whispered of his loneliness. He spent a solitary evening with his fantasies of Gideon Frost, got very drunk and his butler eventually put him into bed, as he’d sacked his valet the day before. The next morning he sat moodily in his breakfast room, staring blankly out of the window, thinking of a certain lieutenant, how good he’d looked in his breeches and gold-frogged coat—and how sordid he must have looked dangling from a rope. 39
 
 Erastes
 
 When Mordecai knocked at the shop the next morning, Gideon struggled to open the door. The wood was damp and had frozen to the frame, and it took several shoves before it cracked free. Rubbing a bruised shoulder, Gideon motioned the boy in. Despite having to wait in the cold, his hands tucked under his armpits to keep them warm, the boy’s face was wreathed in a broad smile, and once inside the shop he showed no sign of peeling off his clothes. “It’s ‘appened, guv, it’s frozen solid! Come down and see?” His enthusiasm was hard to ignore, and, infected by it, Gideon decided that the shop could wait for an hour. “Take your cane,” Mord said, dashing to the umbrella rack and grabbing the cane there. “It’s proper slippy by the steps.” The two of them made their way through the frozen streets, and despite having to clutch each other several times, and with the support of Gideon’s cane, both of them took a tumble or two before they reached the Puddle Dock Stairs. At the top, they paused and Gideon pulled his scarf away from his face to look out across the river. Snow and ice often made London more attractive than she normally appeared. A deep hoar frost would tinge the old lady with a veil of beauty, and heavy snow—until it was 40
 
 Frost Fair trampled to mush—would clothe the city in a wedding dress of shining beauty. The river was startlingly bright, and it seemed that the distance between north and south banks had shrunk somehow. In a way, he realized, it had—for now, for a man to cross the river, all he had to do was walk straight across—and not make the detour to Blackfriars or Waterloo. In fact, as they stood and watched, many people were already out on the ice; mostly children and stray dogs, their voices squealing and screaming eerily as if they were under the arches of the great bridges, but some men too, striding carefully forward, holding sticks before them. It was some sight, and one he’d never seen in his life before. No wonder, he mused, that Mordecai was so entranced by it. If I were thirteen, I’d be just as excited. Gideon realized suddenly that there were men at the bottom of each set of stairs, too, attempting to keep the growing crowds away, which as more and more people arrived and pushed their way down the steps, was proving to be a near impossible task. “Do you think they’ll let us out there?” Mord’s ears were bright pink and Gideon pulled the boy’s scarf up to cover them. “When they’ve made sure it’s safe.” Gideon didn’t think for one moment that anyone would really care if it 41
 
 Erastes was safe or not, personally. It would just be an excuse for London to congregate and celebrate something unusual. A man standing shoulder to shoulder with Gideon, turned around to the pair of them and said, “Oh, they announced it about half an hour ago, according to that man down there.” He tipped his head to the burly man guarding the base of the steps. “But they won’t let the stalls out there until they’ve driven that cart out, to test the weight.” He pointed up the river a way where a dray was moving up and down. “Stalls!” Mordecai’s voice was urgent, and excited. Gideon nodded his thanks at the man. “Come on, Mord, we’ve wasted enough time.” Mord chattered with excitement all the way back to the shop, and Gideon had to admit that he felt as excited as the boy. It seemed that word had got around and that Mord and Gideon were walking in the wrong direction. Men laden down with canvas, boxes of books, easels and tables pushed their way southwards towards the river and it didn’t take Mord’s fevered look to communicate to Gideon that other people thought as the boy did. As he unlocked the door to the shop he’d made a decision. “Mord,” he said, grinning into the boy’s anticipatory expression, “go get your brothers and a couple of workmen. We’re going to set up shop on the ice.” 42
 
  
 
 Chapter Five The move was fraught with danger; when Mord realized that Gideon intended to move the printing press, he showed some doubt at the enterprise for the very first time. Eight strong men manhandled the press into a cart after Gideon had swiftly removed most of the handles and screws to ease transportation, and slowly they made their way down the slippery ash-strewn streets to the stairs. Gideon could hardly watch as the men stepped onto the ice for the first time, but after a moment he was assured that no one was going to plummet to an icy death. According to one drunken bystander, an elephant was due to be led across the ice to prove to the populace how safe it was.
 
  
 
 Erastes “Seems to me they don’t need persuadin’,” Mord observed as they followed the press down the stairs. “More like that they need keeping off.” Gideon himself felt strangely buoyed up at the change in routine. “They’ll be charging them to come down the stairs any time soon, if I’m any judge. You were the one looking forward to this,” he observed. “I’ll be the first to admit I’m impressed.” It was surely an impressive sight. From everywhere, hawkers and tradesmen were appearing; victuallers selling food and drink were already in place, as were the street traders: knife grinders, toy-makers, patterers and muffinmen. The stalls were arranged along the length of the river, near the banks, leaving a broad expanse in the center where, the buying populace of London could already be seen, parading up and down. Gideon and Mordecai followed the men as they carried the press down the line of stalls and placed it, with imprecations of care from a nervous Gideon, a little back from the main line so that the table could be put in front. Gideon paid the men and then, while Mord went back for more merchandise, arranged what he had on the table. He had seen other larger printing concerns on the ice as they had walked down the lines. Some displayed their presence with huge banners over their stalls and some were even 44
 
 Frost Fair under the cover of large triangular tents. When Mordecai returned, Gideon walked down the main thoroughfare as carefully as he could, for the ice was still not easy to walk on, despite the ash and sawdust strewn in layers underfoot. He visited two of the other printer’s tents, passing the time of day with the men he knew before going back to the stall. He gave Mordecai some pennies to get hot drinks for them both and then, blowing on his hands to warm them a little, he started to sketch the scene before him. It was clear that’s what the others were doing, and he was determined not to be left behind. Visitors were always eager to buy anything colorful, even garish, that was a memento of something unusual.
 
 They did well on the first day, although it was a cold and miserable place to be sitting trading. They spent more on sliced hot meat and warming drinks than ever they would have done in the shop, but they made three times as much in sales, and on the next day, this improved again—for Gideon toiled through most of the night to get the small engraving of the Frost Fair completed. It could not compare with the size and the multi-colored garish prints that some of the others were producing, but it was detailed and crisp, and most importantly had the date on it, which would 45
 
 Erastes commemorate the event. Customers told Gideon that they could almost see the movement within it, and the steam rising from the shoppers’ breath. For his own part, Gideon was sure that it was the cold of the day and the steam rising from their own breaths that was convincing, but he always thanked the customers, and took their money with a smile. It sold well, and Mordecai was keeping as busy as ever he had been before, between helping Gideon print more copies and serving the customers. His small round face was pale but pink-cheeked as he extolled their luck, and that of his mother, whose fish-cart was doing a roaring trade at the other end of the icy thoroughfare, now dubbed ‘Freezeland Street’. It was with chilled hands but a light heart that Gideon was wrestling with a jammed screw on the third day, his coat off as he sweated in exertion when he heard a voice he recognized. “Your representation is rather picturesque and if you don’t mind me saying, Mr. Frost, rather a misrepresentation. The ice now; that I can see is lumpy and—frankly—strewn with the filth of London, whereas you make it look like a mill pond, pristine and white. Why represent it thus?” Gideon turned around, the sweat sticking coldly to his back, and he pulled on his coat and overcoat before he froze. The man he remembered being with Redfern on their 46
 
 Frost Fair first acquaintance was holding one of the printed views in an elegant black glove. Gideon suddenly found he couldn’t remember the gentleman’s name and felt a blush creep up his cheeks. “It’s what will be remembered, sir,” he said. “I find that if I’m asked for a picture then my customer is more impressed if he has a pleasing representation. The scene you see may be, in all actuality, covered in rags and rubbish, the snow may be trampled and ruined, but in a few years that’s not what people will see, in here.” He tapped his head, wondering as he did, why he’d bothered with such a lengthy explanation. A few gentlemen, as elegantly and as foppishly clad as Mr. Redfern’s friend gathered around, and Gideon realized they were his companions. Damn it, he thought angrily, why can’t I remember the man’s name? ‘Sir’ was safe, but a little embarrassing. “You are probably right,” the gentleman said, with a smile that had something not quite right about it, “I’m sure Redfern is immensely impressed with his…what did you call it? Ah yes—his pleasing representation.” “I’m sure I don’t know...” “Why the sketch you did of him, of course.” “You mean of the house, sir. The house.” Gideon felt wrong-footed, as if he’d done something wrong, angry at 47
 
 Erastes himself for having given Redfern the wrong sketch and galled that the man had shown it—shown it off, by the sounds of things—to his friends. “Of course,” the gentleman said, with that same sly smile. “The house, how careless of me.” The two gentlemen at the man’s side were smiling as if in on the joke and Gideon felt a slow burning anger that they could tease him so. “Forgive me. And let me repair the damage I’ve done, will you?” “No harm taken, sir, believe me.” “If you say so, it is generous of you. My Irish mouth does run on, what? Let me make amends anyway. Do you do portraits on commission all? I don’t remember seeing any in your shop.” “I don’t, as a rule, sir.” “Oh why ever not, man? You’ve obviously a talent for it. I don’t mean an engraving, damn me. I’d look fair ghastly with all those lines and scribbles. I’d want something to mount.” The man was smiling still but it was more normally, however one of his friends had a sudden coughing fit and had to be slapped hard on the back by the others. “I don’t paint, sir,” Gideon said. “I’m sure you could.” Gideon could, but his work never pleased him. To think 48
 
 Frost Fair of selling second-class wares made him shy from it. “I don’t, sir. I’m sorry. But I could do a silhouette, if that suited you? If you’ll wait a moment...” He turned to the back of the stall and rummaged through a box of older prints that he hadn’t considered in good enough condition to sell but he had found that if he inked “Bought on the River Thames” on them, together with the date, people would buy anything. He pulled a framed silhouette out, a commission he’d done a year or so back and had never been paid for. It was of a rather rotund gentleman in front of a night scene of trees and a ruined castle, the background all done in black and white chalks. “Something like this—it’s not my best work, but...” “Rather say that it’s not your best subject,” the man said. “Heavens, what a sight. I trust you’d flatter me a little, make a pleasing representation?” He was teasing again, but Gideon was a little more used to it. “Of course, sir. If that’s what you’d like.” “Zounds!” The man turned to his friends. “The printer don’t win customers by his flattery in the least!” His friends laughed dutifully. He reached into his pocket, retrieved a small gold card case that made Mordecai gasp. “Here. My card. Come tonight, for tomorrow I’m likely to be called away and may be back to Ireland for a month at least. We can arrange terms when you come.” He dropped a card onto 49
 
 Erastes the table. “At what time should I call, Mr. Thouless?” Gideon read the card in time to save himself. Now he’d got what he wanted, the man almost seemed to have lost interest and was moving away. “Oh, I don’t suppose it matters much. Seven o clock?” Gideon nodded and gave a short bow in appreciation of the patronage and the commission, and while Mordecai sold a man a framed view of Brighton, Gideon watched the small group walk away, jealous of their exquisitely tailored clothes, their expensive silken hats. The men stopped at the next stall, an apothecary, and one of Thouless’ companions had turned and was looking back at Gideon with a small frown on his face as if he was trying to remember who he was. Gideon paled and he felt strength seep from his legs. The man, now arm in arm with Thouless and walking away with him, chatting conspiratorially, was none other than the young man Gideon had met in St. Paul’s Churchyard not a week ago.
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 Chapter Six “Gid. Gid? Gideon?” The voice seemed to come from far away and it took Mord to pull him back to the moment. The boy jabbed his elbow into him to attract his attention. Gideon turned and found Mord gesturing behind with him a frown. “‘E’s gone round the back.” Gideon stepped carefully across the sacking and layer of straw they’d put down to keep a sure footing, and around the back of the press he found the smiling face of his friend, Duncan Verney. Short, round and with a cheerful face, Duncan ran a gang of chimney sweeps to the eternal shame of his family, printers all, who had wanted Duncan to
 
  
 
 Erastes follow in their footsteps. It galled them that Duncan had taken to such a filthy trade, and more so that he was getting rich at it. Gideon smiled but knew that it was a little distracted, knew also too well what his friend would want. “Duncan. Not exactly where I would imagine I would see you.” “No.” The man grinned. “Not exactly the best place to sell my wares, is it?” He gave a knowing look to the group of gentlemen on the next stall. “But I’ve got a boy giving out some of the leaflets you did for me in the summer. You’re doing all right, though?” “Surprisingly. It’s well worth almost freezing to death for. It might keep the wolf from the door a little longer.” “Come and have something to eat,” Duncan said. “I can’t, Duncan, you’ve seen how busy we are.” “Oh, come on. Your boy can manage the stall for an hour, can’t you, boy?” Mordecai glared at the sweep, but gave Gideon a haughty reassurance, and drew himself up to his true height, which wasn’t much and Gideon had to suppress a smile. “I can manage, guv. We got enough prints for now. Ain’t going to sell them all this morning. We can print more when you comes back. Anything more unusual, I can takes orders like in the shop. Go on.” Gideon hesitated a moment longer, and Mord added, “Wouldn’t mind a pie or two though, 52
 
 Frost Fair when you come back.” “Come on then, man,” Duncan said. “Before my balls freeze off.” The crowds were thicker on the ice than they had been the day before and it took a while to wend their way back to the embankment and up into the city streets. It was a short step to Walker’s Hotel by Blackfriars and it wasn’t until Gideon had a glass of ale in one hand and a pot of coffee to warm his fingers on that he finally felt he was thawing out. As Duncan poured them both some coffee, Gideon took the opportunity to observe him. It had been a few months since he’d last seen him, and no doubt the hard weather had done nothing to reduce his success in his chosen trade. All available fireplaces would be opened up, cleaned and in action in weather like this. One couldn’t tell by Duncan’s appearance, though, for he wore his oldest clothes whilst working, which were tattered and frayed. His cuffs invisible, his hat patched, but all were surprisingly clean, considering his profession. But he didn’t go up the chimneys much, these days, Gideon reflected. He let himself relax. It was good to let someone else pay for a change. He knew Duncan well enough not to suggest anything else, and he knew that Duncan knew exactly what kind of straits he was in. How he always seemed to know this, Gideon couldn’t tell; it was something 53
 
 Erastes they rarely spoke of, but the sweep always seemed to know whether Gideon’s finances were afloat, or going down for the second time. “It’s good to see you,” he said. Two large and steaming pies were delivered to the table and there was silence for minutes as immediate cold and hunger were pushed to one side. Eventually Duncan sat back a little and drained his glass. “You too. I wish I’d been around more but—busy time, you know?” “I can imagine,” Gideon said. “Your family?” “Forget it. There’s no hope there. I have soiled my hands and my reputation. I’m a gypsy. In fact, I’m a shitsack, according to my father’s last correspondence.” “He can’t keep it up forever.” “He will; you underestimate him. He called me a slaver. I don’t own my boys, you know that.” Gideon grimaced. Chimneys had to be swept and they weren’t big things. Boys were the right size for the work. Any successful sweep had at least a boy or two working for him, and Duncan had ten, at least at the last count. “Be patient,” Gideon said, “he’ll forgive you. He’ll have to.” Duncan was the only son. “Not he. He’s getting married again. Plans to replace me completely. Ah, forget it, Gid. You know that’s not why I’m here. You all right?” 54
 
 Frost Fair Gideon gave half a laugh. No, he wanted to say—do you think I’d be freezing my arse off on the river if things were all right? I have one decent commission and I’m undercharging for that because I’m in love with my client and if he doesn’t pay... “You never change, Duncan. I’m fine. Truly. I’m still employing Mord. The day I can’t afford to pay his wage is the day you need to worry about me. I’ve told you that before.” Reapplying himself to the beefsteak pie, Duncan sounded relieved. “All right. But you’d let me know? You’re the only one who—well… You know. Was there. I owe you a lot.” “You owe me nothing. A bed and a few meals while you found work? It took you no time at all. You’ve bought me more meals on the strength of two week’s hospitality than I was ever owed.” The conversation always went this way, and Gideon hated it. Hated that Duncan was so generous and hated that he was never in a position to reciprocate. “Just shut up and let me enjoy my pie.” Duncan complied and they finished their meal with little more than small talk and discussion of Gideon’s commission. The sweep knew little of art, but was happy to listen. If he picked up on Gideon’s interest in Redfern he gave no sign of it. However, when the meal ended, Duncan leant across the table, and spoke in a low urgent tone, using 55
 
 Erastes the hubbub of the hotel to mask his words. “Gid. Why don’t we get a room?” His heart sank. He had had an inkling that this had been coming. There had been something pent-up about his friend today and he should have recognized the signs more clearly. They’d experimented physically at school, finding that they both enjoyed it, and once or twice since, they’d tumbled into bed together. But it was nothing regular, nothing structured. Fumbles in the dark when no one was looking, cold hands on warm cocks in a hired carriage, and one long night in Duncan’s bed when his parents were out at the theatre. But they’d been little more than boys then. They weren’t those boys anymore. After his parents disowned him and Duncan had moved into the little printer’s shop, Duncan had attempted to rekindle their relationship but Gideon had put him off. And he’d been putting him off ever since. “I can’t, Duncan.” “Oh come on. Just for an hour or two? Mord won’t miss you.” With a sigh, Gideon pushed his chair back. Everything came with a price, it seemed. Even friendship. “I’m sorry,” he said. He genuinely was. “But it’s too dangerous and Mord’s on his own.” It hurt him to see the rejection flash in his friend’s eyes. “I’m sorry.” 56
 
 Frost Fair A silence stretched between them, a silence in which Gideon imagined he could see their friendship shattering like too-thin glass. It was becoming hard to continue to look his friend in the face, until Duncan sighed and smiled an almost normal smile. “Can’t blame me, can you?” The atmosphere seemed to click back to normal, like the smooth drop of the printing press. “I could, but I know how weak-willed you are,” laughed Gideon. “Perhaps I should have said yes. I don’t want to be responsible for you finding your guttersnipes suddenly irresistible.” Duncan made a face and looked utterly revolted. “There are times, Mr. Frost, when I wonder why I even keep your friendship.” “Me too,” said Gideon, happy that he’d side-stepped the invitation once again. “So, are you going to tell me about the devastating pair of Irish eyes who was being most agreeable to you this morning?” “No, I’m not. He’s a prospective client.” “Gone upmarket from the Churchyard, haven’t you?” Gideon kicked him under the table. “Are you trying to get me arrested?” “Sorry, Gid.” Duncan looked suitably abashed, but Gideon was angry again. He had sold himself no more than ten times in his life and somehow everything seemed to 57
 
 Erastes rotate around sex and money. Even his best friend didn’t see how insulting it was to refer to his whoring. I’m not a whore, he thought furiously. I’m practical. Independent. Not a whore. He stood up, and pulled a coin purse from his pocket. Duncan started to remonstrate, seeing how he’d offended his friend but it was too late. Gideon threw enough coins on the table to cover his meal and for the pie he was taking back for Mord and walked out without another word. Duncan caught up with him at the corner of Earl Street and pulled him into an alley. His breath streamed into the enclosed space like a dragon, and his face was white with worry. “Look, Gid. I don’t know what I said—but I’m sorry. Every time we meet you end up walking out on me. I promise I won’t ask you for a—a favor, you know. Again. I miss you, Gid. That’s all.” At first, Gideon tried to pull his arm from Duncan’s grip, but the sweep was strong and his penitence was real. He sighed. “You’re my friend. I don’t want us to be more than that. It means too much to me, do you understand?” “No,” said Duncan, “I don’t. But I respect you, Gid, even if I don’t understand you, and I understand you even less every time we meet. You won’t take my money. You won’t come in with the business. You won’t take anything 58
 
 Frost Fair else from me. What do you want?” “Nothing. Nothing. I’m sorry you can’t understand that.” The sweep threw up his soot-ingrained hands. “I don’t have to understand you to like you. So, all’s snug between us? Still friends?” Gideon led the way out of the alley. “Of course, you blasted lily-white. You really are an idiot. I blame your infantile behavior on the age of your workers. You should mix with older people from time to time.” “Now you mention it, you could assuage my brokenhearted rejection...” Gideon thumped him on the arm, “...with the name of your fine Irish benefactor.” “Who is buying a silhouette,” Gideon said firmly. “Nothing more.” “Did I say anything to the contrary? But I’ll wager he has a house with a lot of chimneys.” They’d reached the top of the stairs and Gideon turned and shook Duncan’s hand. He didn’t object when Gideon slipped the price of the meal back into his hand. “Oh yes, that will encourage the man to buy my work when I point out how sooty his house is, and that I number lily-whites amongst my bosom acquaintance.” He laughed. “All right, I’ll see what I can do. No promises.” “You’re a gent,” Duncan said, dropping into the street 59
 
 Erastes accent he used as a professional sweep and turning away. “So are you, in case you forget,” he called out after his friend, who raised his hand in acknowledgement, and disappeared into the throng. He gave a deep sigh as he warmed his fingers on Mord’s pie and set off down the steps to the river. He cared a lot for Duncan, and he knew Duncan felt the same way, but it wasn’t enough. He knew that Duncan was lonely; he could hardly be anything else working out of his class the way he did, and Gideon had to admit that he was lonely too. But as fun as sex with Duncan was—and it was a great deal of fun, the sort of fun two men could have when they knew each other’s likes as well as they did—it wasn’t enough for either of them. And it wasn’t fair to Duncan to let him think otherwise.
 
 Redfern put his feet up on the stool and felt the heat of the roaring fire through his leather soles. His lunch sat heavily under his waistband and he was supremely comfortable. “I’m not damned surprised you’re chilled through, Finn.” Thouless stood close by, back to the fire, warming his balls. “What possessed you? You won’t find me slipping around on the ice and waiting to drop through. No matter how fashionable the river has become.” “Immensely fashionable, unfortunately. One don’t have 60
 
 Frost Fair the boots to cope with the conditions. Oh, and I saw your pretty printer down there, you might like to know...” Redfern sat up sharply, his boots hitting the floor with a thump. His friend raised an eyebrow at him, and Redfern cursed himself for showing his feelings. “Ah. Frost was down on the ice?” “Printing presses spring from the ice like mushrooms on shit. Your Galahad was there with all the others who...salesmen.” He stretched. “I’d almost forgotten about it, actually. After that someone fell through the ice. It was terribly exciting.” “Not for the poor soul who fell through.” “I believe it was only some urchin. Didn’t put many people off.” “Someone’s child, damn it.” “I doubt it,” Thouless said. “No one seemed to know whose it was. It didn’t come back up, anyway.” Redfern frowned at his friend’s callous description of the child’s death. “I don’t care much to parade myself in the freezing cold just in the hope that I might see another poor child die. Ghouls, people are. Nothing but ghouls.” “That’s your trouble,” Thouless replied. “You don’t care for fashion. You don’t have to bow and scrape to society to be accepted. You aren’t on the fringe.” “And neither would you be if you played their games to 61
 
 Erastes the end instead of taking one step forward and three steps back. You attend their functions, you toady with the best of them and then you go and scandalize your hostess by taking her daughter into the garden—or persuading her to meet with you in some damnable coffee house.” Thouless raised an eyebrow and looked down at his friend. “You are très knowledgeable considering the last function you went to was to celebrate the launch of the ark.” “A vile calumny,” Redfern said, waving his hand at the footman who filled their glasses. “It was for Salome’s dance. And I may not step out in the depths of the ton, but I hear things all the same.” “Your dear brother.” Redfern looked up sharply, “Finn, I’ve warned you. Leave the boy alone—he’s no match—and certainly no threat to you.” Thouless met Redfern’s challenging glance for a moment, then dissolved into a charming smile. “Ah, Joshua, I wouldn’t harm a hair on his head. Can’t imagine what the boy has against me. Well, I can’t stay, I have guests expected—and a most delightful one to add to the mix, if my invitation is accepted.” Redfern pulled the rope for the footman and walked his friend to the door. “It’s about time you stopped breaking hearts, Finn, and settled down.” 62
 
 Frost Fair “You know, I was thinking the very same thing myself.” Thouless shrugged on his coat and left the house, leaving Redfern with a smile on his face at his friend’s uncaring attitude to the good graces of society. He sat quietly for a while, thinking over what Thouless had said, and then stood with a bounce. “Why not?” he said to the empty room. “Why shouldn’t I go down there? Half of London is on the ice, so why not I?” He rang for his man and ordered a cab. Stupid, he berated himself as he confronted the press of people coming up and down the stairs to the river. How stupid. The least I could have done was to ask Thouless where his stall was. But something had made him uncomfortable in doing that, and it wasn’t something he could quantify. For all Thouless’ dandy-like mannerisms, he was a ladies’ man, and Redfern liked the man’s friendship, damn it. He set off down the steps and joined the throng moving eastwards. It took him half an hour to find Frost. Other printers had more of an obvious presence. Flags, banners and pictures hung around their stalls, proclaiming their art and their wares. Frost’s temporary shop was no more than a table. It seemed, though, as Redfern approached that the celebratory spirit of London extended to everyone and they were prepared to buy from every tradesman, even if they weren’t 63
 
 Erastes making as large a display as their colleagues. There were several people around Frost’s table, all buying a small but nicely detailed print of the Fair itself. “I don’t like the feel of the ice,” Frost was saying to his assistant after he thanked the last customer for his purchase. “I think we should pack it up tonight.” His assistant seemed to be more practical. “Just one more day, guv,” he said. “The boatman said it’s safe enough.” “It wasn’t for that poor child, and a child weighs a lot less...Oh!” Frost had seen him, and moved forwards to the table. “Mr. Redfern! What a pleasure. How may I help you?” Joshua found he was smiling like a fool, and to his intense pleasure and a slight tightening of his trousers, he was absurdly happy that Frost was smiling back. Not the humble yet obsequious smile of a shopkeeper for a customer, or even the smile of a craftsman who owed his client a commission, but a wide, open grin of a man who was genuinely pleased to see someone. Perhaps a friend. “I was—” He searched for a lie, and cursed himself for not having one ready. Damn it, he’d had plenty of time. “I had heard my friends were here, and thought I would surprise them. Imagine how pleased I was to be surprised to find you. Are you not freezing?” 64
 
 Frost Fair Frost’s face gave a wry smirk, and his assistant rolled his eyes as if to underline the stupidity of the remark, then blushed crimson when he saw that Redfern had noticed. Redfern wanted to say something else, but everything seemed too personal, and couldn’t be said at all—let alone here in the open. He wanted to say that Gideon’s coat was too thin for the elements, that he’d love to buy him a better one. He wanted to say that Gideon looked paler than last week, that he seemed thinner and the blue shadows under his eyes was probably caused by working too hard. But of course he couldn’t say anything like that. “The, er...commission?” “On time, sir. I promised you it would be done by Friday and on Friday it will be. I think you’ll be pleased with it.” Redfern nodded. It wasn’t the conversation he wanted to have, and the longer he stood there, the more obvious it was that he didn’t have anything useful to say. The silence became more and more awkward and Redfern was forced to rummage through the prints of the Fair. “I’ll take a few of these,” he said, helplessly. Then as Frost took them from him to wrap he was finally struck by inspiration. “Look, Frost. I’ve been meaning to ask you this before now, but Th...others said that I should wait until I saw your completed piece. I hardly think that’s necessary, do you?” 65
 
 Erastes Complete incomprehension showed on the young man’s face. “I don’t know, sir—” he said carefully, as if expecting something to explode. “It depends.” “Well, yes of course,” Redfern said, irritated with himself being unable to cut to the nub of the conversation, but improvisation was not his forte. “I have a house in the country, and, well, as you... Oh dash it. It’s too bloody cold to stand here and discuss it. Surely we can talk in the warm, at least.” He was rewarded by Frost coloring this time, and the color suited him well; he really was too damned pale, damn it. “I’m afraid...” Redfern felt possessed by some muse. “Don’t be afraid, man. Just let’s get out of this cold and I’ll tell you what I need done.” “Go on, guv,” the small assistant said. Redfern noticed that he had a thicker coat on than Frost, and a large fur hat, whereas Frost’s hat would keep no one warm. “It’s getting dark now, anyhow. I’ll start packing up and when you come back, we’ll go home. Can’t rely on this lark for more than a day.” Frost was still hesitating, so Redfern seized the advantage. “I won’t hear another word,” and grabbed the surprised man by the arm and hauled him out. Frost’s forearm, even under his coat, was so slim that it shocked 66
 
 Frost Fair Redfern. Was the man even eating enough to stay alive, or was he spending it all on that blasted printing press and getting nothing back? Seated across from the printer in a small, dark, coffee house, Redfern studied Gideon closely. The young man had the smallest of frowns on his face and his hands, now free of their cheap gloves, were clasped together around the dish of Turkish. He looked distinctly uncomfortable, and now Redfern had the luxury of examining him at close quarters he could see that he wore clothes that were once of an excellent quality but were stretched, a little too small, darned and patched. Frost caught his glance and blushed, but for all that his expression darkened, no doubt objecting to the kidnap and close critical scrutiny. “I came as requested, sir,” he said, and Redfern’s heart sank at the formality in his tone, feeling hopeless that he could ever breach the lines between them. “If you would discuss business, I wish that you would. I like not to leave my assistant on the ice on his own, especially as there have been more cracks reported.” “You should take the press off the ice tonight,” Redfern said, suddenly full of fear and remembering the callous story that Finn had given him of the child who never came back. Frost shook his head. “It’s too late tonight to arrange for 67
 
 Erastes its removal. But I think, tomorrow...” He looked up at Redfern, as if betrayed into discussing matters that he considered were not business of his customer, and Redfern wondered why Frost was so...frosty—there was no other word for it—and what had made him so difficult to approach. “This isn’t why you asked me here, sir.” “My name is Joshua. I’ve told you that you make me feel old.” “That’s inappropriate,” Frost said quickly, but Redfern felt something leap inside him as the young man missed off the form of address completely. Could this mean that he wanted to bridge the gap between them? “Then if you can’t call me Joshua, then at least drop the sir and call me Redfern. It’s a compromise… Gideon?” Redfern smiled over his coffee cup, wondering what on earth had got into him that he was taking control of the situation like this. When he’d been wooing Lieutenant Neil Pearson (and that was the only word he could use to describe the way he’d pursued the handsome lieutenant), he’d been as shy as he ever was, but he’d found little gifts did much to break the ice. Once his attentions were understood, accepted and reciprocated, Neil had been the admiral of their affair. It was Neil who—during the brief peace in 1802—suggested that he move in with Redfern as a companion, and it was Neil who organized every facet of 68
 
 Frost Fair their liaison after that. He’d been so discreet, so organized in hiding their relationship from the outside world that Redfern had been horrified—in 1805 after he’d gone back to sea—when Neil had been court-martialed and hanged for sodomy. Redfern didn’t even learn about it himself until he’d read it in the newspaper. In their brief time together, he’d never once dragged Neil off for an assignation, however innocent. Not in the way he’d just done with Frost. Now here he was insisting that young Frost call him by a more intimate name. For a moment, Frost seemed to be struggling with himself. Then he visibly relaxed in the chair, as if he’d lost some internal struggle, tipped his face up and their eyes met. The cold and suspicious, almost fearful look the printer had been wearing melted away like ice around the fire, and for the first time Joshua was treated to the full beauty of Gideon’s natural smile. It seemed to Redfern that the sun, now almost gone in the chill winter’s evening, had pulled itself up from its western bed and blazed for a long last second in a dingy coffee house in Blackfriars. “I think that might be acceptable. Redfern.” Redfern had to stop himself from reaching across the table and clasping Gideon’s hand. Instead, he beamed like the lovestruck idiot he was, and ordered more coffee over Frost’s insistence that he couldn’t stay much longer. 69
 
 Erastes
 
 The local church bell was striking the three-quarters as Thouless surveyed his dining room with a sense of great satisfaction. The candles were of a number that the room was lit with sufficient brightness—one could not say that it was suspiciously dark, but it was not as illuminated as if he were expecting young ladies and their mamas to dine with him, where all must be...circumspect. The table was set for six, although there were, in fact, no guests expected at all. Crystal gleamed golden in the reflected candlelight and even the silverware took on an aureate and therefore mendacious air. His man had instructions not to enter the room under any circumstances unless summoned. Thouless paid his butler a great deal of money to remain discreet, and therefore continuously employed with a glowing character. Thouless stood by the fireplace, arranging himself for the best effect for his guest to see when he entered. The thought of the beautiful young printer quite stirred his blood; he was a lover of beautiful things and the sex of his conquests was never as important as their outward appearances. Plus, he thought petulantly as the clock ticked the time away, Redfern was clearly infatuated. Thouless prided himself that whilst the ton might be occasionally 70
 
 Frost Fair scandalized by his flirtations with the weaker sex, they had no inkling that his tastes were far more catholic than they assumed. People were easy to fool. Society. Mamas. Even Redfern, who was the nearest thing he had to a friend in this city, was duped by an effulgence of charm and a propensity for flirting. Do what they expect of you, and they won’t expect the unexpected. He heard footsteps on the tiled floor of the hall and his man opened the door. “Mr. Frost, sir,” he announced, then left. Thouless allowed himself one long look at Frost as he stood by the door. The young man’s hair was unruly, and the curls around his forehead were delightfully flattened a little from the hat he’d left in the hall. But the eyes were as beguiling as ever and the lips...Thouless burned at the thought that he could, no—he would—would taste those lips before Redfern. Perhaps, if things went as planned, Redfern would never get to taste them at all. His eyes traveled lazily down Frost’s lean—too lean for his size— body. There were more things than lips to be tasted, too, Thouless was quite certain of that, and they would be sweet. “Mr. Frost, how beautifully punctual you are.” He offered his hand and got a thrill of pleasure from Frost’s cool palm. “It creates a good impression, sir,” Frost said, “at least I 71
 
 Erastes hope so.” His eyes swept around the room; clearly he had not expected to be received in the dining room. Thouless watched him take in the hellebores and dried white lavender arranged with frosted fruits in a winter centerpiece upon the table. “I, er— I interrupt you, sir.” He seemed to notice Thouless’ finery, his satin embroidered waistcoat and pale cream pantaloons for the first time. “Perhaps I should come again tomorrow.” “Actually, you catch me rather embarrassed, Mr. Frost.” He waved a hand at the table with what he hoped was a crestfallen gesture. “I have been repulsed by my friends for other more exciting amusements. Apparently there is gaming on the ice and my poor table has lost its allure.” There was a glimmer of truth in this, too. His friends were gaming on the ice, but the dinner party that appeared to have been deserted was never planned. In his native Ireland, Thouless had worked for a while with a theatre company in Dublin. He’d learned there the value of a set stage. “So, in truth, I am pleased with the diversion. My so-called friends may enjoy freezing in a tent on a surface which may swallow them whole, but I prefer my comfort.” Frost still looked a little rigid; poised, Thouless thought fancifully to himself, like a deer about to fly into the forest. “Please, Mr. Frost. You’d make me very happy and would be doing me a great favor if you would help me out? Stand 72
 
 Frost Fair in for my missing guests?” He took a step forward and the smile slid from his face as the young man took a sharp step back. “No,” he said, and his face seemed to be a canvas to Thouless’ sharp eyes as several expressions flitted over it. Confusion tinged with something else? Fear? A sense of being trapped? “No. No, thank you, sir.” “All right, although my chef will never forgive me. He’s been working for days. However,” he swept forward and poured a drink and held it out in front of him, “I won’t take no for answer in this.” Frost didn’t move, but neither did Thouless. He stood immobile, holding the glass out until Frost gave in, as Thouless knew well he would. “Good man. Now, then. To business.” He sat at the table and gestured Gideon to sit beside him, noting the man’s obvious reluctance and then gradual acceptance. He was aroused as much by the chase itself as by the pleasure of beating Redfern to Frost’s rather obvious charms. Frost laid a leather satchel on the desk, with, as Thouless noted with some delight, hands that were shaking slightly—proving him to be not quite the self-assured young man that he posed to be—and pulled out a handful of silhouettes. “These are not the finest work I have done,” he said, handing some over to Thouless, “except I was rather 73
 
 Erastes pleased with the effect here, for this gentleman—the detail of the lace was particularly time consuming.” Thouless took his time, both in receiving and returning each sample (which, he thought were singularly dull, as they all appeared to be rotund gentlemen complete with hats and canes) and managed to brush his fingers against Frost’s hand with each exchange. He was hard now, and his pantaloons were feeling a little tight under the strain. Patience was never my suit, he thought. God blast virgins. “Yes, yes—quite impressive, I’m sure—the devil’s in the details, I’m sure. Are you sure I can’t persuade you to dine?” Frost’s face registered a touch of suspicion. “I feel, perhaps, sir, that I should leave you these, and you can let me know which style you prefer.” He moved to put the portraits back into a neat pile. Thouless wanted to pounce right there but it was too soon, the young man was not quite relaxed as yet. How much work was required to break down those walls of ice? “Forgive me; it’s just that I hate to dine alone. And...well, I attempt never to do so, since my wife died.” He looked away and down, but not before he saw Frost’s face clear and a look of shock and pity take the place of the frown. “It’s been three years now, and I still see her, like a specter, at every meal I have.” 74
 
 Frost Fair “I’m sorry, sir,” Frost said, and his voice seemed truly penitent. “I know what it is to lose someone dear, and to know that their absence can never be filled.” “Thank you,” Thouless said, and he reached across and took Gideon’s hand in both of his. “It’s kind of you to care. You’ll stay then?” He was gratified when Frost gave a small nod. He let his hand go with some reluctance and summonsed his man, giving instructions for the meal. As they dined, Thouless continued his gentle onslaught, with rising anticipation and frustration. He insisted that Frost sit by his side, not at the end of the table and in such a position that he could touch him on the arm from time to time in the course of conversation. By the end of the meal, Frost had a slightly glazed expression, eased along by Thouless’ constant refilling of his glass and the potency of the particular brand of claret. Thouless gauged that the time had come, and as he touched Frost’s arm one more time his fingers tightened around it, noting with pleasure its delicacy and yet—as Frost pulled back and stood up, knocking his chair over as he did—a strength that belied his appearance. “Come now, man,” Thouless said, excitement fluttering through him. “Did you really think that I’d invite you to my house for such frippery? Surely your victims are easily sketched in your dingy little shop? I know why you came here, and it wasn’t for your art, or you’d have never sat at 75
 
 Erastes table.” He was a few inches taller than Frost and outweighed him by a good twenty pounds; his grip was vice-like and his strength built from hard hunting over his Irish estates. “Let me go, sir.” It amused Thouless enormously that even under duress, the shopkeeper in Frost prevailed. Thouless had hoped that he might have turned on him and spat like a wildcat. His politeness was all so horribly trade. “I misunderstand...” “You misunderstand nothing,” Thouless said, quietly and firmly. “You fired your beauty at Redfern, and while the man is clearly besotted over you, you lost patience with his pathetic inability to speak up and tell you. So you thought you’d try fresh prey, did you? Move your operation from Lad Lane to Mayfair?” He pulled Frost closer, forcing his arm behind his back with practiced ease. The printer had gone white and wide-eyed at the mention of Lad Lane. “Oh yes, young Eltham told me where he knew you from. So stop struggling and listen to me.” For a moment, Frost stopped, his face furious but his eyes full of fear. It was delicious to watch. Now for the bite to the neck and the final moments of victory. “All I need do is to tell Redfern. One word from me—and he listens quite intently to my advice—and your precious commission will be no more and he’ll no doubt make sure that none of his friends seek you 76
 
 Frost Fair out. “However,” he languidly leant forward and kissed Frost on the neck, licking at his skin and chuckling as Frost squirmed, unable to escape, “I could ensure your prosperity. I could praise your work beyond Redfern’s small set. He rarely goes into society, and I am the darling of the ton right now. Just imagine what I could do for you.” He moved his mouth up to Frost’s ear and attempted to reach his lips. “And the price? Is nothing you haven’t done for shillings. I could offer you much more than shillings, Gideon. I could make you a very rich man.” He was so busy with his own congratulations, knowing that Frost had no choice but to capitulate, that he missed the fact that Frost had his head turned as far away as he could. With a shout of anger, the young man whipped his head around, and smashed it into Thouless’ chin, making him take a sharp step backwards. He lost his footing on the fireguard and he crashed to the floor, pulling Frost down on top of him. Frost was faster to recover and was up and to the door before Thouless had recovered his feet, his ears ringing from the blow to the head. Thouless lunged toward the door but Frost had it opened—curse his own short-sightedness for not locking it—and had fled into the hall where it was impossible for Thouless to follow without making himself look foolish. He 77
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 Chapter Seven He was almost all the way home before he realized he’d left, not only his sample silhouettes but also his portfolio at the snake’s house. Snake. That described Thouless perfectly. Lying hidden and innocent in the grass, then striking with speed and poisoning its victim. Gideon had never actually seen a snake, but now he knew he would never be able to think of Thouless as anything else. He was furious. Angry with Thouless, but angrier with himself for not anticipating that something like this would happen one day. For not realizing that the ‘nice young man’ from St. Paul’s had betrayed him, and for not seeing the trap that Thouless wanted to set. Had set, he thought desperately. He
 
  
 
 Erastes may as well have dropped to his knees on the snake’s parquet floor, because if Thouless went through with his threat, and Gideon could see no reason on earth why he would not, he might end up whoring full-time, for he would lose everything but passing trade. And Redfern. If Thouless lied with every breath, how could he believe him when he’d said, You fired your beauty at Redfern, and while the man is clearly besotted over you… Could that possibly be true? Or was it just more viciousness from a man who wanted to hurt, and to despoil anything he touched? He wanted beyond anything to believe that it was true, that Redfern truly felt the same way—had the same longings for him… Joshua. But he could trust nothing Thouless said or did. It could easily be something he said to encourage Gideon to behave inappropriately—and he knew where he’d end up then. The Pillory. And Newgate. And that was if he was lucky. No. He pushed aside the temptation of believing the snake. He’d do nothing to put Joshua in danger, and he was more than aware of the threat to his own safety, too. Back at the shop he sat on his bed and tried not to panic over Thouless’ extortion. What could he do to prevent Redfern finding out? Nothing, he realized with a sinking heart. Nothing. Redfern would know he was a whore and that would be that. It was unbearable. What would happen 80
 
 Frost Fair after that seemed too immense to contemplate—but even though his future as a printer lay perilously in Thouless’ vile palm, the thought of never seeing Redfern—Joshua—again cut deep. It seemed easier to imagine and much more imminent than watching his already dwindling trade fail completely. After all, he thought sourly, perhaps he was laying too much hope in Joshua’s commission—perhaps Thouless was only cutting the throat of a business that was expiring of a terminal wasting disease. All he could do was to go to Joshua as soon as he’d taken the cash box down to Mordecai. Just thinking of his assistant caused a further pang of fear. The boy had dragged himself up from the slums—he had turned up in the shop one day, full of confidence and cheek, and had somehow convinced Gideon to give him a week’s unpaid trial—and had been a Godsend, for companionship, morale boosting and help around the shop. He went to bed, shivering in the chill of the little bedroom and lay awake for hours, finally falling asleep but only escaping to dreams populated by a leering, triumphant Thouless chasing him across a landscape of scattered parchment. In the morning he had three blissful seconds where the day before was a blank. Then the dining table, the pain of being captured, the extortion, Thouless’ handsome, leering face—it all came flooding back, wiping away the 81
 
 Erastes nightmares of the night and replacing them with bad dreams of the day. He groaned, and crawled out of bed, wrapping a blanket around him and teasing the fire back into life. Once dressed, he carefully took the plate of Joshua’s commission from its drawer and examined it with a critical eye. It was finished. There was only one thing to do with it, so with his burin in confident fingers he put his initials at the base of the plate. All the inks and paper he needed, he piled into a pack and, cursing once again the loss of his portfolio, set off down to the ice. The day was chill, but noticeably warmer than it had been previously, and a fine drizzle of rain took the place of the daily snow. Already the roofs were dripping and patches of shining frozen cobbles appeared underfoot. Gideon walked carefully for fear of dropping his cargo and wished he’d remembered to fetch his cane from the shop, for it would have facilitated his progress on the still icy thoroughfare. He was so busy concentrating on the pavement and where to place his feet that he didn’t see Mordecai until the boy bashed straight into him at a dead run. “Whoa! Mord? What...” “I jus’ got down there, guv. I weren’t late. It weren’t my fault— I knew you should’ve let me sleep down there...” The boy was out of breath and clearly in a great deal of 82
 
 Frost Fair distress. Gideon pulled the boy into the lee of a shop doorway to avoid the rain and the crowds. “Don’t be ridiculous, you’d have frozen to death. Now, stop. Catch your breath.” For a second, he wondered if it was better to take the boy back to the shop, but they were more than halfway to the river. “Now—start again.” Mord looked up, and Gideon was horrified to see the urchin’s face was filthy and streaked with tears. Gideon didn’t think he’d ever seen Mord cry before, not even when his father had disappeared or when the cat’s kittens had all died. He was a bastion of strength and Gideon was shocked. “The press, guv. It’s the press. It’s gone.” Gideon stared in disbelief. “Moved?” It was the only thing he could think of—perhaps the rivermen had decided the thaw was on its way? “Where?” “Not moved, guv. Gone. Just...” He wiped his nose on his sleeve, then stopped and pulled out a relatively clean handkerchief. “Gone. You’d better come and see. It ain’t right. I could see it, but they didn’t listen to me.” With a chill in his heart and stomach enough to match any ice age, Gideon let Mordecai lead him down through the streets to the river. Nothing much seemed changed; most of the stalls had finished setting up and were waiting for another day of frolic, possibly the last if the rain continued. It wasn’t until they reached the ice that Gideon could see 83
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 Elated, Joshua reached for the bell-rope after Gideon had been seen to the door. He gave orders to Peters to prepare a room for Gideon and had to school his features carefully not to show his elation. He had been shocked at Gideon’s story, and he felt most badly for the young man— he could not imagine what it must be like to lose everything that you’d been working so hard to maintain all of your life—but he could not help but wonder if it was, as his father had always said, fated to be. He loved Gideon, lusted for his touch, his presence, the sight of him, and here he was, delivered up to him, almost in response to some unuttered prayer. 95
 
 Erastes He was sure that he could help Gideon. As much as he longed to keep the man by his side forever, he couldn’t see him satisfied with the post of a valet forever. Schemes and ideas swirled around in Joshua’s head, each one more implausible than the last, each daydream sweeter than the one before. He imagined himself as Gideon’s mentor, his patron, setting him—one day—back in business with a new shop, a new press—“Sponsor: Joshua Redfern” across the shop door. And then one day, Gideon might turn to him in gratitude, slide his hand into his own and press those sweet lips to his face. Redfern felt himself hardening at the very thought of it, the way he always did whenever any daydreams of physical contact with Gideon plagued him. He wondered how it would feel to have him naked and pliant, held tight against him. How his skin would feel, as his fingers traced the line of his backbone from that elegant neck, along the delicious curve of his back to the heaven— and entirely imaginary perfection of his arse. His cock began to ache as he closed his eyes for a second and flexed his fingers, visualizing how that arse would feel as his hands closed over it. Lean, he was sure. Very little fat, and hard, harder when Gideon clenched... And what else, what delights awaited him... He shook his head and opened his eyes, letting the vision and phantom body in his arms work its magic, letting the lust course down, down into his loins. 96
 
 Frost Fair God. He was in danger of spending his seed here in his drawing room without even touching himself. If Gideon’s imaginary form could have this effect, what might his real body do? Whatever it might do, Joshua was quite sure it would not be a disappointment. He strode to the door and took the stairs two at a time, flinging open his bedroom door and slamming it behind him, grateful that he was currently without a valet. In the seclusion of his room, he allowed himself to revisit his vision of Gideon, grateful, sweet and entirely naked in his arms. Releasing his cock from his breeches, he grasped it firmly, then groaned as the imaginary Gideon dropped to his knees and engulfed the end of Redfern’s swollen cock in that beautiful, wide mouth. Oh God, he thought. Would he look at me like I’m imagining he would as he swallows me? Would he welcome me as I move back and forwards in his mouth—like this? He pumped gently into his hand, his eyes tight closed as his vision lapped and sucked at him. It was too much, too much. With one fist pressed hard against his mouth, he came, and his seed pulsed over his sliding fingers. It was needful, cathartic, but it wasn’t satisfying, and never would be until his dreams came true. As he washed, his thoughts drifted to Lt. Neil Pearson and how his indiscretion had led to his death. It still hurt him; not just the brutal death that his lover suffered, but that 97
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 Chapter Eight “So, what do you want to do?” “It ain’t fair, guv, and that’s the bleeding truth of it.” Mordecai’s face was grimy with tears, and set in anger. “No. It’s not. But we have no proof. You can’t just go throwing accusations out about people like that. You are lucky that Green decided not to have you charged for slander. Look, Redfern’s a decent man...” “I ain’t going into service, and that’s the start and end of it, guv. And you shouldn’t, neither. You’re better’n that. I seed what it did to our Gabriel...” He stopped, and bit his lip. “It’s all right. I’m sorry, Mord. I forgot.” Gabriel had
 
  
 
 Erastes been a year older than Mordecai, sent as hall boy at Lord Wensum’s country house. From the little they’d patched together after the boy had died, it seemed he worked sixteen hours a day, seven days a week, on nothing much more than porridge. And no one found that surprising. “I promised then I wouldn’t.” “I understand, truly, although Mr. Redfern is a decent man.” “But is his footman decent? Is his butler decent? It don’t make no never mind if he is if they ain’t. I won’t. I’m sorry, guv. I’d do mostly anything to stick with you, but I won’t do that.” “So...” “Don’t worry about me. There’s always work if you want to work hard enough.” He sighed. “What about Muffin?” Gideon laughed then, a short laugh that surprised them both. “Mord, you are a strange boy. Here we are facing ruin, and you worry about that flea-merchant. You can take her with you. Whether she stays is up to her, as usual.” They were silent for a while, packing up into two boxes, things they could sell on the ice, and things they should be able to hawk around the other printers—tools, inks, acids. Then Mord said, “You like that Mr. Redfern, don’t you?” Gideon’s stomach gave a flip; he’d tried so hard to keep 100
 
 Frost Fair his preferences from the boy. “He’s a good man. I can save a little, and in a few years, perhaps...” Mordecai stopped packing for a second, his hands gripping the edges of the crate, his knuckles white. “We ain’t never going to have enough money to set up again, guv, and you don’t have to coat it with honey for me. I gets it. I’ll be all right.” He turned away and started shoving inks into the crate. “Right. I’ll get round the Street with this lot. I won’t come back ‘til I’ve sold ‘em all, and I won’t let no one rook me neither.” “I know you won’t, Mord. We’ll need every penny to pay off Simeon.” Without another word, the boy was gone out into the street, leaving Gideon to finish up, his thoughts like tangled silk, too complicated to think through.
 
 “But that’s simply frightful, Joshua,” Thouless was all solicitation. “Has he reported it to the Runners?” “He says it’s pointless. Have to agree with him there.” “But not to report it at all? Seems rather ingenuous, what? Surely it would be better so to do? If of course it was deliberate destruction in the first place.” “What the devil do you mean by that?” Joshua asked. “Of course it was deliberate. How else would it have happened?” 101
 
 Erastes “Oh.” Thouless waved an airy hand, his cuffs waving with just the effect he planned to create. “How would I know? I didn’t see the damage. Neither did you. But this man who you’ve met perhaps three times in your life comes to you with this—tale—and you don’t doubt one word of it. You are a decent person, Joshua. You tend to believe what people tell you.” Redfern glowered. “I believe Gideon.” It wasn’t until Thouless’ eyebrow raised that he realized his faux-pas. “My dear,” Thouless said. “I’m not saying that the young man is lying. God forbid that I would throw suspicion on his motives in running to you. I’m just expressing surprise at him not going to the authorities. As you or I would if our property had been stolen or damaged.” He examined his nails thoughtfully. “It’s rather obvious that his business has been in a bad way for some time, though, isn’t it?” “What’s that got to do with anything?” “Oh, nothing, nothing... But wasn’t it you that was telling me that story of your cousin’s friend of a friend who was sent to the Fleet and had his own warehouse burned to the ground? I must say, Joshua, you do know the shadiest of people.” “I don’t know Swainson! I don’t think even Harry does. It was just a story I heard, damn you. And I don’t know if it 102
 
 Frost Fair holds any more water than Frost’s story. But I can’t help but believe him, Finn.” “Well, of course not.” Redfern gave a grunt. “You were not here. He was...he seemed broken.” “He seemed? Hmm. Well, I’m pleased that he had someone to turn to.” “What’s the devil’s the matter with you, Finn? I thought you liked him well enough?” “Oh, he’s attractive enough in an obvious way, I suppose. Did I tell you young Eltham said that he thought he knew him? From...somewhere?” “Eltham?” Redfern felt a shockwave flood through him. “That...molly?” The look on Thouless’ face was a study, and for the first time Redfern wondered if Thouless was as entirely ignorant of his own preferences as he pretended to be. “I’d hardly call him a molly,” he said. “Just a little eager for all kinds of experiences, perhaps. He does have two children.” “And he’s never at home and dresses like a bloody castrato,” Redfern said with feeling. It was men like him that put other men with the same proclivities in such danger. Men who seemed to want to announce it to the world that they were unnatural—and the world perceived them as a real threat. “Where did he say that he knew Frost from? 103
 
 Erastes He’d been to the shop?” Thouless laughed, an unpleasant little sound. “Oh, no. I don’t think so. He doesn’t have money to waste on art. I think he said he met him somewhere quite unlikely.” “If you’ve got something to say, Finn, then spit it out.” He felt uncomfortable; all the seemingly harmless gossip and vitriol his friend had ever shared about others seemed suddenly dangerous and personal. How many times had he listened to Finn gossip about others, Eltham and the rest? “All right,” Thouless sighed. “He said it was at St. Paul’s Churchyard, or Lad Lane—somewhere of that nature. If you really must know. Are you satisfied now?” He took a step back, as if to better survey the effect the words had on Redfern. “I don’t believe it for one moment.” “I admit to being a little shocked meself. I would never have imagined it, would you? He doesn’t look the type—but you did say his fortunes did tend to be a little...hit or miss, didn’t you? Of course, I wouldn’t have mentioned it at all if you weren’t considering taking him into your household. You’ll think twice now, I’ll wager.” It was all Redfern could do to stay immobile, to stop himself from lashing out, or calling out his friend. Thouless’ words had hit him like a sledgehammer. He couldn’t believe it, wouldn’t believe it. It was just that Eltham was mistaken, 104
 
 Frost Fair that’s all it was. That’s what it had to be. As he sat there staring into the fire something dawned on him, and he looked up at Thouless to see a look of sardonic amusement on his friend’s face. He does know, he thought, and somehow that didn’t seem a relief, the way he’d thought it would be. Suddenly it didn’t seem safe. And it means that Gideon—likes men. His heart sank, and the treacherous thought came battering at him. Or at least sells himself to them. “Anyway,” Thouless said lightly, “it’s only Eltham’s word, isn’t it? I’d be more worried about your deposit if I were you. If it was your pretty new valet, then I’d watch your purse. Eltham said he gave him a guinea for services in advance and the rogue ran off into the fog. What about your deposit? I’ll warrant that Frost never returned it.” “I would imagine he’s attempting to salvage what’s left. He’s no crook, Finn, whatever else he might be guilty of.” He pointed to where the canvas bag was still sitting under the chair on the other side of the room. “He brought me the plate of the engraving. He could have—should have—asked me for the price of it, or at least the materials he’d used, but he didn’t.” “But the deposit would have more than covered that, wouldn’t it?” Thouless scooped up the bag and pulled the plate from inside. Something inside Redfern churned with 105
 
 Erastes jealousy. He didn’t want Thouless’ hands on the plate for some reason. “It’s good enough work, I’ll say that for him, even if he didn’t finish it in time.” Redfern took the plate from Thouless. He couldn’t disagree. He couldn’t imagine what the finished article would have been like, what colors and tints would be visible, but the quality of the etching was remarkable; every leaf, every brick almost completely represented. “Well, I’ll leave you to it, Joshua my dear.” Thouless picked his hat up from a chair. “I think you are making a mistake trying to tame that young man, but I hope that I’m wrong.” He paused and put a hand on Redfern’s shoulder and Redfern had to restrain himself from brushing the hand away. It was startling how quickly he felt antipathy towards the man. Had he really considered him his best friend? “Just be careful, and I’ll see you next Sunday.” At Redfern’s blank look, he continued. “Your brother’s birthday?” Redfern grimaced. He’d forgotten all about it. No getting out of it, but now it seemed deuced awkward and frankly perilous under the circumstances. He waved distractedly at Thouless as he left, wondering how he could now, after their close friendship, start reducing the time he spent with the man. Damn, he thought, the best way out of this entire situation would be to tell Gideon that he’d changed his mind, but he knew he could never do that, no 106
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 Chapter Nine The little furniture he’d owned was in a cart outside, and a merchant was strapping it down. All the stock they could sell had been sold. The printing community had been generous, wiping away any doubts that Mord had had about their involvement in the press’s destruction. Gideon was sweeping the floor when the bell sounded and Duncan appeared shaking the rain off his coat. “What the blazes?” He took a step into the shop and grasped Gideon by the upper arms. “It’s true then. I thought they were playing some kind of sick joke on me.” He looked around the shop, which didn’t take long. “And when were you planning on telling me?”
 
  
 
 Frost Fair “It all happened a bit quickly.” Gideon shook his friend’s hands off. “There’s nothing anyone can do.” “And it’s true you are going into service too, is it?” “Stop shouting at me, for God’s sake. Yes. It’s true.” “Are you mad?” “No. Take a look around, will you? See anything missing? What do you suggest? That I place myself on Lad Lane forever? Become some powdered darling to a poxed old madge-cull? Because it’s not that appealing to me. At least a valet is a decent trade.” “And what do you know about it? Gideon, turn around and look at me, will you? Come in with me—it’s perfect, you know I want...” “It’s not what I want. I’m sorry—I am. What do I know about sweeping?” “I’ll show you, it’s...” “No.” There was steel in Gideon’s voice. “Don’t you understand? I’m tired, Duncan. I’m tired of being cold and hungry and sleeping on more lumps than bed. I’m tired of sitting up all night designing so that I can work the press all day. I’m tired of fighting every day, tired of dodging debts and tired of walking up that hill to St. Paul’s and hating myself more and more every time I do it. I’m tired of hoping that ‘tomorrow will be the day I start to make a profit’ and... Damn. I’m just tired.” 109
 
 Erastes Duncan said nothing for a long time and then sighed. He put a hand on Gideon’s shoulder, and when he spoke, his voice was soft. “I understand, Gid. It’s just that you’ve always been a fighter.” “Yes. Well. I had weapons. I had hope. Now I’ve got nothing but the offer of a job, and I’m going to take it.” “Is this the pretty Irishman?” “No. It’s not.” The violence in Gideon’s voice was obvious and Mord, cleaning windows in the back, looked around curiously. “It’s a Mr. Redfern, Charles Street.” He didn’t want to volunteer anything further. “I can’t help but be suspicious, Gid. Why is he taking you on? You’ve got no experience.” “He’s a client.” “From the Churchyard?”
 
 Duncan’s whisper was
 
 thoroughly shocked. “No, of course not. From here.” “Well, I don’t like it. I bet the first opportunity he gets he’ll have his hands in your smallclothes. No one takes on a valet because they have altruistic leanings.” “You’re wrong, Duncan. He’s all right.” “Well, it’s your funeral. Your first day off, you’ll meet me?” “I don’t know. I can’t say. Look, Duncan, I’ll let you know, all right? I’ll send you a note.” 110
 
 Frost Fair “Through the boy? Is he coming with you?” “No, he’s not. Mordecai.” Duncan turned to Mord. “Mordecai? If you need a job, you know where I live.” Mordecai stopped cleaning but he didn’t turn around. “Thanks, Mr. Verney. I’ll think about it.” Gideon took Duncan’s hand and squeezed it warmly. “Thank you,” he mouthed, silently. And he didn’t shy away when Duncan stole the swiftest of kisses. “If you need me,” Duncan said as he pulled the door open, “and I don’t mean... Damn, you know what I mean, Gid.” Gideon nodded. “If you need anything I can give, or do. You shout, and you shout loud.” Then he was gone.
 
 Saying goodbye to Mord was one of the hardest things he’d ever done and they were both fighting tears by the end of it. Mord had almost promised that he’d take Duncan up on his offer and Gideon promised to stay in touch. Finally alone in the little shop, Gideon allowed himself a moment of grief, then taking his hat and cane, and ramming his hat onto his head with a determined air, he said, “I’m sorry, Father,” and stepped out to find his new life. He hadn’t really known what to expect below stairs at 111
 
 Erastes Joshua’s house, hadn’t allowed himself to think about it, if truth be told, but he was surprised at the welcome he received. There was a certain amount of curiosity from all, questions upon questions that he answered, or fielded as best he could, until Peters—Mr. Peters, he was now to Gideon, stopped them with a swift air of command. There was no doubt who was second in command in this household. Mr. Peters ran the house well and Gideon spent his first full day with the staff, not even venturing into the main house at all. He learned the names, and the routine. He found that he was Mr. Frost to all of the staff, but that Mr. Peters and Mrs. Denton could call him Gideon at table. He could call the lower staff by their given names but never the cook or butler. He was measured for clothes, fed until he thought he would burst and shown his room, reached by a circuitous route from the servant’s quarters by a system of bare passageways and staircases. His meager possessions sat on a bed which looked better than most things Gideon had slept on. On the wall above the bed there were two bells. Mr. Peters continued his instruction: “The smaller bell is connected to the servants’ hall and the larger is from Mr. Redfern’s suite. You have your own bell downstairs, as you know, but this ensures that you are available for Mr. Redfern at all hours.” Gideon blushed at that, and was grateful for the dim 112
 
 Frost Fair light in the tiny room. It was, he was pleased to see, a single room and he remarked upon that. “It is because you are now Mr. Redfern’s confidential servant, as am I.” Gideon nodded. “I understand you’ve not done this work before?” “I’m ashamed to say I have not. I am surprised that Mr. Redfern gave me the opportunity.” Peters’ impressive implacability gave nothing away and Gideon wondered exactly what the man knew. “The daily duties are not onerous. The fires are laid by the staff, of course, and the bulk of the washing and pressing too. You’ll be responsible for ensuring that his clothes are in good condition, clean and ready to wear. You’ll have to learn what he wears where and anticipate his needs. I have been doing this in the absence of a valet and can help you with anything you require. But,” and the butler’s voice softened a little, “he’s the best employer I’ve had. He doesn’t fuss if his house runs smoothly. And that’s my concern. The more technical matters such as Mr. Redfern’s accounts, bills, travel arrangements we can deal with as they come up.” “It’s kind of you, Mr. Peters.” “Not at all. I’ll be pleased to be rid of the work. Now. Shaving. Most important and the first task you’ll need to be prepared for in the morning. Have you ever shaved another 113
 
 Erastes man?” “I have, yes. My father, after he lost the use of his arm.” “Excellent. Now it just remains to show you the route from here to Mr. Redfern’s suite and I’ll let you get unpacked. Dinner is at eight, after Mr. Redfern has eaten, earlier if he’s dining out. In the morning you’ll come down to the hall, take shaving water to his rooms, then return for his breakfast. He rises at nine most mornings, but you’ll need to be up at six.” The butler smiled. “Don’t look so stricken, Gideon, yours is a good position—and you get to eat before your day’s work begins, which is more than most of the staff here can say.” He led Gideon through a second door from his room, explaining, “Only you have access to his room through this corridor, the rest of us go through the house, even me. The lamps are always kept lit.” He opened a large oak door at the end and led him through. Joshua’s bedroom was larger than any bedroom Gideon had ever seen in his life, paneled from ceiling to floor in dark wood. A large wardrobe stood on one side, flanked by a pair of magnificent chests of drawers. The bed dominated the room; not a curtained monstrosity like his father’s had been, but a wide, elegant construction; a decorative carved headboard standing guard at the top of an expanse of expensive snowy linen. Gideon felt decidedly grimy, glad 114
 
 Frost Fair he didn’t have to touch the pristine whiteness. “The maid will bring you linen,” Peters continued, “but you will be responsible for the bed itself.” “Where is Mr. Redfern now?” He felt nervous being in these rooms and wondered how he’d cope when there was just him and his master alone. “He went into town earlier today, and said he would not be back until late, not requiring any dinner.” The man pulled open drawer after drawer, showing Gideon where everything was, cravats, stockings, shirts. The quality of everything took Gideon’s breath away. “You’ll need to be on hand when he returns, however late, to draw a bath if he needs it.” Gideon followed Peters into a long tiled bathroom, with mirrors down each side. There was a peculiar tub at the far end with a tent-like canopy over it and Peters saw Gideon staring at it. “Don’t worry,” he said, “it’s very simple.” He took a small ladder from beside the tub and mounted it. You simply pour hot water into the funnel at the top and it pours in a shower of rain over the master.” Gideon found he was staring at the device, imagining the long, lean length of Joshua standing below while he poured warm water over his naked body. I don’t know if I can do this, he thought, not without having my body betray me at every step. 115
 
 Erastes “It’s
 
 quite
 
 simple,”
 
 Peters
 
 said,
 
 misinterpreting
 
 Gideon’s stricken expression. “And the master doesn’t often require it. He prefers a bath, although that’s a lot more work.” When Peters left him, Gideon unpacked and sat staring into space for what seemed like hours. Had he made the biggest mistake of his life? Was he stupid? Stubborn and stupid not to take Duncan up on an offer that was no worse than this? He lay back on the bed, and was unable to discount the comfort of the mattress into his calculations, as he slowly drifted into sleep. He was woken in the dark by a harsh ringing, which made him leap up. Confused he glared into the darkness and reached down beside the bed for his flint and candle. Not there! It was then that he remembered where he was. The ringing continued; he cursed himself for not making sure he knew the sound of each bell before falling asleep, and tried to remember where the door was. Carefully he made his way to the wall, found a handle and turned it. Muted gaslight flooded into the room, showing him it was the kitchen bell, which was a huge relief, for if it had been Joshua, he’d hardly have made a good impression. Splashing cold water on his face and hands, he made his way back down the service route to the kitchen, congratulating himself when he only missed his way once. 116
 
 Frost Fair “Mr. Frost, come in and sit down. Move there, Betsey, and let Mr. Frost sit in Mr. Gooding’s old place.” The cook beckoned him in and gratefully he sank into the seat allocated to him. “Master’s not back yet, but we didn’t think he would be. Dare say he’s out with Mr. Thouless and Mr. Cooperstone. He’s not a great one for parties, Mr. Redfern, but he does like his cards.” “Now then,” Peters admonished, “we don’t want Mr. Frost to think that we gossip.” Mrs. Denton waited until Peters turned to collect the carving tools and gave Gideon a huge wink. “Of course not, Mr. Peters.” Grace was said and the meal partaken, mainly in silence. Mr. Peters made polite conversation with Mrs. Denton, but other than that, it was a time when the butler reminded the staff of jobs yet to do before retiring. “I would wait down here, Mr. Frost,” he advised Gideon. “I’ll receive the master, and will advise you of his needs. You will then have time to enter his rooms before he’s finished his brandy. Betsey will put water on to heat and it will be taken up for you if needed.” He did as he was told, feeling out of place and the only person without a task. The house ran smoothly enough, he noticed. Various maids scuttled around with buckets and mops, others helped Cook clean up, light lights, floors were 117
 
 Erastes scrubbed. Mrs. Denton seemed the only one willing to talk—hardly surprising as everyone else was so busy—and her good-natured gossip kept Gideon from falling asleep again, warm and weary in front of the fire. The butler appeared at last. “He’s here, Mr. Frost, and he’s in the drawing room. I’ve told him you are here, and there’s hot water been sent up. You get up to his room now, lay out his night things. Take the hot-bottle with you. Quickly.” Gideon fled, feeling the power of Peters’ command for the first time. In no time at all, he was inside Joshua’s suite and wondering how his life had changed so very quickly. Yesterday morning he had no one to please but himself, perhaps Mord. Now he had to please two men at the very least. He pulled down the sheets, placed the pottery bottle in the middle of the bed, then hunted around for a nightshirt and slippers. It seemed to take forever, but he finally located them in the last drawer he searched. The shirt went into the bed and the slippers in front of the roaring fire. Then he just stood around, feeling a little useless, and bone-tired, wanting to sit down but knowing that it wouldn’t be acceptable. Eventually, he heard Joshua’s voice outside the door and his heart leapt. “No, go to bed, Peters,” and the door opened. 118
 
  
 
 Chapter Ten Oh God, Joshua thought, he’s here. Gideon Frost, in his bedroom, at last. It wasn’t exactly how he hoped it would happen, but it had happened. Gideon was standing by the bed as if completely lost, and Joshua assumed he was probably feeling that way too. He couldn’t help but smile at him, but when Gideon smiled back, all Joshua could hear was Thouless’ insidious voice. “Lad Lane or one of those places.” So what, his mind rebelled, it’s not like you haven’t been there. But I was buying... Doesn’t that make a difference? He shook his thoughts away as he untied and peeled off his neckcloth. Gideon hurried forward to take it.
 
  
 
 Erastes The silence was unbearable, and for the first time Joshua realized the effect of the collar he’d put around Gideon’s neck. “Has Peters shown you around?” “Yes, sir.” Joshua took hold of Gideon’s arm. “No. This changes nothing, Gideon.” “I rather think it does.” “I won’t let it. Were we not trying to be friends?” There, he’d said it. “Would we not have succeeded?” Gideon was silent for a while, but he hadn’t pulled his arm away from Joshua’s hold. His head was tipped down, as if he was debating something important. “Gideon?” “I...we would have been, yes. It’s too late now.” Gideon raised his head and looked Joshua directly in the face, and to see him looking so damned lost was all the encouragement Joshua needed. He pushed away Thouless’ accusations. He didn’t care. He didn’t want to know and he didn’t care. “No. I won’t have you say that.” Though he was scarcely aware of it, his thumb was massaging Gideon’s arm. “I want...” Damn it, he thought fiercely, how did I manage this with Neil? Ah yes, he remembered. Neil had kissed him in thanks for a gift. He leaned forward and 120
 
 Frost Fair kissed Gideon’s cheek, wondering at his own temerity. “Gideon?” “Sir?” Joshua was about to reprimand him but found Gideon was smiling. “What do you want?” “I think it’s a good start, sir.” He pulled away gently. “Let’s take it slowly, though, shall we?”
 
 The next few days were some of the happiest in Gideon’s life, and certainly the happiest he’d had since his father had died. He found working for Joshua to be easier than he expected and every day when he woke he had something wonderful to look forward to: seeing the man he loved. He had no doubt about it; it had moved from a hopeless passion to a deep emotion. He wanted to do his best for Joshua, and he worked hard to do so. Somehow he didn’t find the work menial—in fact, there was little manual labor to be done, for the room was cleaned by other staff, the fires built by the chambermaid, water brought up by a line of servants. But from the moment that he pulled Joshua’s curtains aside every morning to the moment that Joshua kissed him gently goodnight, he enjoyed every moment they spent together. It was more than clear to Gideon that his relationship to 121
 
 Erastes his master was not a typical valet-master alliance, that it resembled a gentle courtship more than a paid employment, but it made every day a pleasure and never had he looked forward to work so much. So far Joshua had only kissed him, and it was almost chaste; a peck as he got out of bed, another after his shave. Gideon secretly called them his tips and he’d often lingered after being dismissed, the way a cabbie does when he feels he’s owed a little extra. When Joshua noticed this, he’d laugh, grab Gideon and kiss him with a little more passion. Gideon wondered if Joshua was afraid he’d break; the big man was a lot more gentle than he’d expected him to be. But the courtship was sweet, and the tang of danger made it even more exciting. He was in love, and he was happy.
 
 Matthew’s birthday party had been a success; Thouless and Matthew had managed to stay away from each other and when the party finally broke up everyone was more than a little drunk. As Gideon helped him undress that night, he attempted to take him into his arms several times, only to be eluded, time and again as Gideon escaped. There was something that had to be addressed, though; Thouless had been poisonous in his assertions all night regarding Gideon’s alleged whoring. Just ask him, Joshua, 122
 
 Frost Fair that’s all. Ask him, get a denial and I’ll say no more about it. But I think you need to ask him, before this goes too far. With the weight of alcohol pressing down on his brain and dulling his mind, he spoke the words without thinking them through. “Gideon, there’s something I have to ask you. Something I’ve been meaning to ask for a while.” “Joshua?” Gideon took his jacket. “Ask away.” “I heard something. Something stupid. That I find hard to believe. About you.” Gideon didn’t reply but turned away and put the jacket in the wardrobe. “That you were up at St. Paul’s. Whoring.” As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he regretted them. He’d vowed he didn’t want to know. He could see the change in Gideon’s demeanor. The shoulders straightened and he turned around slowly, all the light having gone from his face. “Who told you this?” “It doesn’t matter. I shouldn’t have said anything.” “If I may be excused, sir.” “Gideon!” “If that’s what you think of me, Mr. Redfern, then I’ll leave you. You don’t want a whore on your staff.” Gideon turned to go and Joshua felt a churn of desperation. He could let him go, and not embroil the pair of them in risk. He could. He should. Could his own 123
 
 Erastes reputation take the scandal? The devil take it. He strode to the door and grabbed Gideon by the arm. Gideon turned around and there it was, unguarded in his face; the need that mirrored his own. The want. Without another thought he gathered Gideon into the circle of his arms, feeling the man give one second’s fight as he pushed himself away, then relief flooded through him as Gideon surrendered with a cry that was almost a muttered gasp of pain. Gideon’s face was turned away from him, his eyes closed. “Gideon,” Joshua said, hoarsely. “Look at me.” Gideon didn’t move and Joshua spoke again, with more authority. “Damn you, Gideon. Look at me!” Gideon’s head snapped around and his expression of want was replaced with a single command. Kiss me. Joshua obeyed the unspoken command before either of them could think for another second. There was that subtle, sublime moment again as Gideon seemed to struggle with himself, but it lasted less time than before and in a heartbeat Gideon’s lips parted to give Joshua the access he’d been craving for weeks. The kiss lengthened, intensified until Gideon was pushing back at him, but this time in passion. Joshua could feel Gideon’s hands at his back, at his waist, sliding down, all hesitation, all barriers between them 124
 
 Frost Fair finally, irrevocably gone. He felt light-headed. Surely these weren’t—after all this time—Gideon’s arms around his neck? Were those really Gideon’s muffled groans as Joshua pushed aside layer after layer of cloth, seeking skin, seeking heaven? He couldn’t believe it, but when he opened his eyes and broke the kiss, there was Gideon, breathing as hard as if he’d been running, his mouth half open in pleasure and his eyes tightly closed. “Don’t stop, Joshua,” he murmured, and his eyes flickered open. “Not now. Just…” “God,” was all Joshua could say. His fingers eased Gideon’s shirt loose and found warm, solid flesh beneath. They went down on the floor together, as if of one mind, forgetting the comfort of the bed, there was too much need to wait, too many clothes to be removed, too much time already wasted. Joshua pulled the clothes from Gideon—why did men wear so many damned clothes? Jacket, waistcoat—buttons ripping loose and scattering across the floor. Shirt up over the head and...there. There. Gideon’s body was wiry and slim, and Joshua’s head dropped to taste the skin he’d longed for for so long. With eager, almost violent impatience, he licked and bit his way up from the waistband of Gideon’s breeches, up the soft blond trail of hairs to his chest, then attacked his nipples one at a time with enthusiasm, grinning like a fool when Gideon 125
 
 Erastes arched off the floor as if wanting Joshua to devour every part of him. Gideon’s hands were in his hair, and his head was tipped back as he cried out softly with each fresh attack. He hooked a leg around Joshua’s, and ground his hips and a sizeable erection into Joshua’s hip. Joshua needed no further invitation, pausing only to divest himself of breeches and boots before throwing himself down on top of the man, claiming his waiting kiss with his mouth and his eager hot cock with one hand. To his delight, Gideon grasped him in one swift and mutual movement and then finally, face to face, they paused and looked at each other. Joshua gave a growl as Gideon’s hand moved on his prick, oh so slowly but sure, firm and so bloody good. Gideon’s fingers slid down the shaft, teasing his sac with each downward movement and Joshua copied the action, watching Gideon’s face as it twisted in pleasure, taking kisses whenever he could and trying to remember to breathe. God, he wasn’t going to last, that was certain. It had been too long, and he’d longed for this moment, imagined this too many times. “Gideon...” he whispered, “wait.” He moved his hand over the hot flesh in his hand, pulling and squeezing, loving every sound that Gideon made. “Too late,” Gideon groaned, and Joshua kissed his 126
 
 Frost Fair words away as warm liquid flowed over his fingers. Gideon’s hand tightened around his shaft, causing Joshua to spend a moment later, hot and far too fast, like a schoolboy with his first fumble. “Gideon...” He crushed Gideon into an embrace and took kiss after kiss until they were both breathless. “Heaven.” He slid down, now that the immediate urgency had dissipated, and explored Gideon’s body as he had long wanted to do. Gideon seemed perfectly at ease; languid, like a puppet with his strings cut, spread delightfully naked upon the parquet. He was smiling and his hair stood out in delightful spikes around his head. With a grunt of impatience he clambered to his feet, pulled Gideon up, then gathered him into his arms and carried him to the warmth and comfort of the bed. Joshua wished he had two pairs of eyes, so he didn’t have to take them off Gideon’s face, and watch every reaction as he used his tongue on Gideon’s chest and nipples. He hurried a little, sliding down in his explorations until his mouth found what it was longing for. Gideon’s cock was half-hard, lying heavily against one pale thigh, and Joshua gathered it into his mouth, loving that Gideon’s buttocks clenched and that he almost raised himself off the bed in pleasure. 127
 
 Erastes After a few minutes of gentle sucking, Gideon was hard once more. Joshua found himself regretting his age and his over-indulgence of the evening, for there was no way that he could perform again, and he wanted to take Gideon, to claim him for his own, to slide between that sweet cleft and watch Gideon cry out in ecstasy. He reapplied himself to Gideon’s cock with a ready will; this he could do, and from Neil’s praise, he was sure he could do it well. He traced the blue vein with his tongue, and the groan that seem to tear from the very depths of Gideon’s soul made him smile. Yes, he could do this well. Greedily, he swallowed Gideon’s length, slipping his hands behind the man’s back for leverage, and kneading the rounded and muscled cheeks, flicking his tongue back and forth rapidly over the head and tracing the sensitive crown. Gideon was making delightful strangled sounds, and this spurred Joshua on. The world became flesh; senses sharpened into intensity by the darkness of closed eyes. He was driven on, existing only in a dark vortex of lust; every sound, taste, touch and smell uniquely Gideon and catalogued, remembered, treasured. He rocked over the body beneath him, devouring every sensation as if it were his last. It wasn’t until Gideon put a hand on his head and the world swum back into alignment that he was even aware that Gideon had come, the taste of semen bitter and alkaline 128
 
 Frost Fair in his throat, Gideon’s cock softening in his mouth. “Careful,” Gideon said, husky and sated, “thought you were going to drain me.” Gideon held out his arms and Joshua fell into them, and holding his love to him, he drifted into a happy sleep.
 
 For a long time, there was nothing as he retreated behind closed eyes and let his breath slow, wallowing in the waves receding. Gideon’s mind was wiped of all thought. In that blank afterglow, his senses took over. He could feel the delicious softness—were there ever sheets so soft?— between his fingers where he’d obviously balled them in his fist. The sharp notes of sex pervaded the air, followed by deep masculine notes of sweat and cologne. Somewhere, a bell was striking, and the sounds of the street were muffled beyond the closed curtains. An arm was flung casually, heavily, over his ribcage, and Redfern’s—no, Joshua’s, it had to be now, of course, at least in private—Joshua’s fingers were slowly stroking a nipple back into life. He allowed himself a huge, lungfilling breath. He felt as if he was surfacing, finally. He tipped his head slowly in Joshua’s direction, and a groan of satisfaction broke from him at just that small movement. A breath huffed in his ear, and he heard a ghost of a 129
 
 Erastes chuckle. “It’s reassuring to an old man that he can keep up with the youth of today.” Joshua’s deep bass voice sent shivers down Gideon’s spine. Gideon smiled, at ease in a way he never imagined he would be. In all his fantasies about Redfern, none had encompassed this languorous after-sex feeling. He’d fantasized about the sex, many times. But he’d always ended the dream with the climax, not wanting, not daring to take it a step further and imagine this...heavenly moment of being sticky and sated in the man’s all-encompassing arms. “I never thought of you as old,” he murmured. “Not too old, I hope,” Joshua replied. Gideon halfexpected the man to roll over and continue where he’d left off, but he didn’t move, but continued to speak, in a way that sounded as if he was continuing a speech that had broken off. “We must get you sorted out; a new shop perhaps? Or maybe it might not be sensible, not right away. Maybe it would be a little obvious if I were to start visting a printer at all hours. No, it won’t do. No matter, I’ll start looking around for a house that will suit us both and your assistant can move into the old shop.” Gideon went to speak at this, astounded at what Joshua was suggesting, but the larger man took that moment to roll over on top of him and silence any words with a long lingering kiss that wiped his thoughts almost entirely. It 130
 
 Frost Fair wasn’t until he felt Joshua’s knee pushing his own apart and Joshua’s hand sliding between their bodies that he broke away, marshalling his mind, and said, “What? Move where?” “Later,” Joshua muttered, obviously intent on arousing Gideon once more. He was succeeding too, but Gideon wasn’t to be distracted. With a supreme effort of will and cursing himself for stopping the attentions he’d been dreaming about for weeks, he pushed Joshua’s shoulders and wrenched his face away from the kiss. “No. Not later, now. What do you mean?” Joshua propped himself up and looked into Gideon’s eyes. He looked a little dazed with lust and it took all of Gideon’s willpower to not be carried away by the want on his face, and to forget what he’d just heard. “I’m just saying that it won’t be suitable. You staying here. I thought it would be, but I can’t be bedding my valet. We need to get you set up in a nice little establishment where there won’t be so much gossip.” Gideon
 
 felt
 
 himself
 
 going
 
 cold.
 
 “Gossip?
 
 Establishment?” “Well, of course.” Joshua smiled and Gideon felt like he was drifting backwards from the man, even though he remained propped over him. He felt he was seeing with clarity, perhaps for the first time. How could he have been 131
 
 Erastes so blind? Joshua was no better than Thouless, and Gideon knew he should have known. Should have listened to Duncan. Should have listened to his head. He wanted to turn to Joshua and to say, I don’t understand, but he did, only too well, and Joshua’s next words confirmed it. “I’ve already had some comments with you being taken on the staff. It won’t do. No.” Joshua grazed on his neck again, his teeth nipping at Gideon’s skin. His hand was cupping his balls and his treacherous cock was making a valiant attempt at a third hardening. Gideon found his control slipping and he fought to hear what Joshua was saying. “But on a quiet street, with an allowance fit to your surroundings. No one will query a young studious artist with an attentive cousin who calls in to see him several times a week.” Gideon’s stomach suddenly rebelled, the port turning sour and threatening to resurface; he struggled free, wriggling out from under Joshua and rolling off and out of the covers with some difficulty, then sat on the edge of the bed, fighting with control over the bile rising in his throat. Joshua was a heartbeat behind him, concerned and solicitous. “Gideon? You’ve gone white as a sheet. Here.” He held out a half-full glass of wine. Gideon pushed it away. “No.” The look on Joshua’s face made him feel worse. It looked as if he actually cared. 132
 
 Frost Fair What a fool I am, he thought, furious at himself. What a copperheaded nincompoop. He stood up, keeping his back to the bed, not wanting either to see Joshua’s face or to betray his own expression of bitter, disappointed anger, and grabbed his clothes, scattered around the room. He dressed quickly. “If you’ll excuse me, sir, I have duties.” There was a sharp intake of breath, and at that, Gideon finally turned. Joshua looked like he’d been slapped, his face tight, his teeth clenched. Slowly and deliberately, he pulled the sheet over his nakedness and drew himself up so he was sitting as proud as a king on a throne. “If you are waiting for a better offer, Frost, I’m afraid you are trying the wrong man. Perhaps one of your other clients would be more amenable.” Gideon bowed stiffly and left before another word could be spoken and fled, as quietly as he could, back up the narrow servants’ stairs to his room. He realized that that was the end of it, not that there had been much to begin with. He’d longed to be with Joshua, never daring to think that it would happen. He could hardly believe that it had all been offered to him on a silver platter. A house, a lover, money enough to do what he liked, and all he’d had to do was accept Redfern’s generosity. Except he knew in his heart that it had nothing to do with generosity. He’d offered him a contract in the same way he’d asked 133
 
 Erastes Gideon to do the print of the house, the same way he’d offered him a position—and his motives had obviously been this...arrangement all along. He would not whore himself for this man. Not this man, even though he’d proved himself more a man of clay than Gideon had been imagining himself to be. But then, he thought treacherously, was it really such a bad offer? Joshua hadn’t exactly said that he loved him, but Gideon was sure he did, and, for all the danger and the proprietary assumptions Joshua had made, Gideon knew that he loved the man back. Couldn’t he swallow his pride to give them both some happiness? Wasn’t love sometimes about compromise? He battled with his thoughts until he fell asleep, but in the morning he was decided. If Joshua was willing to take a risk on him, then so be it. He wondered, if, after his stiff-necked behavior of last night Joshua would even listen to him, but he had to try. He loved him far too much to lose him now. When he reached the servants’ hall early next morning, it was with a little trepidation. He knew now just how well Peters knew this house and his master, and he was a little worried that the others would know about what occurred in the master’s bedchamber after the party. To his surprise, Gideon found no one in the hall except Peters sitting at the kitchen table, the man didn’t normally 134
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 said softly. “If you had such a valuable item, why didn’t you sell it?” “It was my father’s. I don’t care in the slightest what you think of me, Thouless, and I welcome your slander.” He turned to Joshua. “May I speak with you alone?” “I don’t advise it, Joshua. The little thief will probably...” “I’ll speak to him. Wait outside.” Thouless went, throwing a vicious backwards glance at Gideon. Gideon waited until the door was closed and then 138
 
 Frost Fair said, “It’s mine.” “I’d like to believe you, Gideon. But I can’t. What Thouless says makes sense, and you haven’t been honest with me. You led me to believe that you were offended and insulted about the implications of your…money-making activities. You misled me. “I didn’t…I didn’t lie to you.” “What would you call it? I’ve seen him with a stick exactly like this. Now the truth is that you did sell yourself at St. Paul’s, so how can I believe you about this?” The anger in Joshua’s eyes was more than Gideon could stand. “You think that I would steal? You think that of me? That I’m capable of that?” Gideon knew as he spoke those words that he was giving Joshua an ultimatum. He didn’t know if Joshua realized it. “You seem to be...capable on many fronts. He won’t press charges. I’ll make sure of that.” Gideon laughed, a short angry bark that felt good to let out. “I wish he would. Truly I do. This way I’m guilty, and there’s nothing I can say to get my good name back—and I don’t care about him. But I do about you. I was stupid last night, so if this is punishment for that, I deserve punishment. I was wrong and I should have taken your offer.” “Which wasn’t as good as Thouless’, I assume.” 139
 
 Erastes Gideon stared at him, disappointment and fury flooding through him. “I’m sorry that you are so easily persuaded and that you can’t listen to your heart rather than your friends. I almost told you I loved you last night. I wish I had. But if I said it now, it would be worthless to you. Perhaps it would have been worthless anyway. It’s clear to me now what you think of me, over…a man like that.” It hurt Gideon still more that Joshua’s face didn’t flicker. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, sir. I have some packing to do.” He left with as much dignity as he could muster, and he had to bite the inside of his cheek as he walked past Thouless, who gave him a victorious smile and salute. He just wanted to get out. He was a fool to have thought that this would work, that the differences in their class could have ever have been breached, no matter how strong their feelings were. It was not that Thouless had poisoned Joshua’s mind that hurt the most; it was that Joshua believed him without question. That proved to Gideon without a shadow of a doubt that that breach could have never been crossed. Better to find out now, he thought as he put what few things he owned into his bag. Better... But he knew it wasn’t, not deep down. He’d been within a whisker of begging Joshua to see reason, and that frightened him. I let my guard down. I got too involved. As he let himself quietly out of the front door, not 140
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 Chapter Eleven Three days had passed since Gideon’s disgrace and dismissal, and Redfern had spent them emptying his wine cellar. Thouless, solicitous and a good friend, had been staying with him, helping him to bed when he got too drunk to stand and listening to him ramble on about his great mistake. “Joshua, you escaped with nothing more than a flesh wound. Imagine what would have happened if you had given him a house. He’d have sold the furniture in a week and left you the moment something better came along. I’ll wager the man he was living with—the one who died—I’ll wager it wasn’t even the pup’s father.”
 
  
 
 Frost Fair “Don’t feel like a flesh wound,” he grumbled. He’d been keeping up a front with Thouless, didn’t want him to see how badly he was hurt, but he missed Gideon like missing breathing. How could he have been so wrong about him? Thouless had a point, he knew nothing about Frost, he could have been any kind of trickster, seeing in Joshua nothing but a milch-cow, something to suck dry. An ambitious step up from the Churchyard. “I feel such a fool,” he said, over and over. And guilty, he added to himself. Letting him go like that—if only Thouless hadn’t have been here, it might have been different, but then...Finn’s probably right... “Gad, man, you’ll get over it. Not the first pretty thing available. Now I know your tastes, I’m sure I can find you a more than superior replacement. Something with an arse like marble and a cock to choke you, eh? Someone who will deserve all that you are willing to give him, and be grateful about it.” The coarseness revolted him. He didn’t want anyone else. Not a replacement. Not unless he was just like Gideon. Almost like Gideon, at least. Damn, he felt sick. Sick of closing his eyes and seeing the look in Gideon’s face. Finn was grating on his nerves, and he really wanted Finn to leave, leave him alone and let him mourn his loss. But every time he insisted that he was all right, the man said that he 143
 
 Erastes wouldn’t be any kind of friend if he left. “You need a change of scene,” Finn said. “Why don’t we go to...” Peters entered, with his usual quiet tact. “What is it, man?” Redfern asked. Peters looked a little discomfited, and most unlike his collected self. “There is a...young...a boy to see you, sir.” Redfern turned, his head splitting. “I told you I was not at home, and particularly to boys. Give him a penny and tell him we need no jobs done.” “If you’ll forgive me, sir, the young person came— quite boldly if I may say—to the front door. He was quite insistent. He says it’s about Mr. Frost, sir.” Thouless stirred lazily in his chair, as if offended to be so interrupted. “Probably another complainant, Redfern. A boy sent by his master to complain of another theft of property. You can’t be responsible for everything the whore did, man. Have the boy sent off. Send him to the Runners if his master has a case.” Joshua waved a hand, and if Thouless hadn’t attempted to rule him in his own house, yet again, he probably would have done just what the man had suggested. All he wanted was to start forgetting Gideon. Forgetting his sweet eyes and mouth. To forget the bitter expression on Gideon’s face when he’d seen him for the last time. But he would not be 144
 
 Frost Fair dictated to, so he sighed heavily and took another large glass of port. “Send the brat in, Peters.” “I don’t advise...” Thouless began, but Joshua cut him off with an angry wave which knocked the glass from the table beside him, shattering it into a hundred crystal fragments. “You’ve made your feelings clear,” he snapped, angry at last. “Allow me to manage matters in my own house for once. By God, Finn—if you want to remain my friend, be silent, for I’ve had enough of your counsel to last me ‘til Doomsday.” “You can’t blame me for the whore’s...” “And I said STAY SILENT!” With a roar and a truly black expression, Redfern’s temper unleashed itself. “Things would not have come to this pass if you’d kept your opinions and advice to yourself!” He was gratified to see Thouless blanch and to concentrate on the glass in his hands, and, better still, to say nothing else, although his glance slid to the door as if expecting Gideon himself to return and say...what? Joshua hardly knew—but suddenly he was suspicious. Finn looked like a rat stuck in a trap. Redfern knew guilt when he saw it. What’s he hiding? Peters returned, and accompanying him was a small scruffy youth dressed in ragged black. His face and hands gave a clear indication of his trade as a sweep. 145
 
 Erastes Peters pushed the boy forward. “This is the master, boy. Say your piece and go.” Joshua was confused, the boy looked somewhat familiar, but he could not place him. If he was a sweep’s boy—what charge could he have against Gideon? “Speak up,” he ordered, wishing the ordeal over, wishing Thouless himself gone so he could start forgetting, and drowning himself in spirits seemed a good idea as any. “I’m told you have some accusation about a man who was employed here. Before you speak I want you to be aware and to tell whoever sent you that I take no responsibility for the actions of any of my staff if it doesn’t take place on my property.” He gestured to Peters to let go of the boy. “You can go, Peters.” Strangely the boy waited until Peters had left the room before speaking, but when he had he unleashed a tirade at Redfern. “You! How could you? How could you believe that of the guv— I mean, Mr. Frost? What’d he do to you to blacken his name—when he was already down about as far as he could go?” Through his half-drunken haze Redfern had to smile, for the furious, grubby boy was not what he was expecting. “You sit there, you—and HIM, who ain’t fit to lick your—or Mr. Frost’s—boots, as if he was your friend and he ain’t! He’s a liar, and a Captain Sharp, a crook and a bully!” 146
 
 Frost Fair Shaking his head, Redfern sat up. “It would only take me to raise my voice to have you evicted—or arrested, boy, so mind your tongue when you talk of my friends.” “He ain’t yer friend. He ain’t! I know what Mr. Frost thought of you—no, he ain’t never told me nothing but I knew him—know him.” The boy shook his head as if angry with himself. “He thought everything of you. Looked up to you, wanted to do his best work for you, his very best. He could’ve knocked up your piece in a day or two, but not ‘im. I ain’t seen him never work so hard for anyone, staying up late with his candle, wasted several plates he did, that he couldn’t afford, not ‘til he was happy. He wanted to please you. And you drives him off—believing that man’s lies. That man—who destroyed our press, and our living!” Redfern realized at last why the boy was familiar— Gideon’s little assistant, no wonder he hadn’t recognized him in his rags and soot. He turned sharply to look at Thouless; not to accuse him, for the boy’s claims were ridiculous, but to see how he took to these charges. To his amazement, the man, instead of sneering and being amused by the boy’s vitriol, was pale and obviously violently angry. He stood and went to move towards the boy, hand raised as if to strike him. Redfern moved faster than he thought he was capable, putting himself between the two. “What are you thinking of, Finn? He’s just a child, no 147
 
 Erastes threat to you.” “Ain’t I, though?” The boy went on, “Ain’t I? He knows I am. Ask him, sir! Ask him what he offered Mr. Frost the day before our press got broke up.” “What does he mean, Finn?” “He knows! Mr. Frost had a ‘pointment to see him the night before. He came to the Fair and asked the guv to call on him.” “Quiet for a moment, boy. Finn? Did you?” “And why not? I believe I told you I’d been down to the ice that day, and that your golden boy was selling himself to the masses.” The boy spat something incoherent and launched himself at Thouless, and Redfern had to hold him back. He walked the boy backwards and pushed him into a chair, trying not to think of the damage caused to the creamcolored fabric, or the complaints he’d get from Peters. “Stay there. Move again and I’ll have you thrown onto the street, Gideon or no Gideon.” The warm look that the boy threw him was not lost on him and he turned back to Thouless. “So, you were at Frost’s stall, and you did offer him a commission?” He hardly needed to wait for Thouless’ reply for the man’s face gave him away. How could he have been taken in by this man? Why hadn’t he seen the deceit in his eyes? He could hardly believe the boy’s accusations, but 148
 
 Frost Fair something had Finn rattled, and he was determined to get to the bottom of it. “You said you hadn’t, that Gideon was lying.” What else had Gideon been telling the truth about? Damn. Damn, damn. Everything that seemed so certain seemed to be slipping away from him. “And what of it?” Thouless had attempted to regain some of his equilibrium. “He was a liar, and a whore, and a thief.” “He weren’t!” the boy exploded. “He never stole nothing in his life. What...whatever else he did, he did to make a livin’.” “I’m afraid he did, boy,” Redfern said. “There’s no doubt of it.” “What’s he supposed to have stole?” “You don’t have to explain matters to that beggar’s brat, Joshua. He’s obviously in league with Frost. Keeping us detained here, while Frost and his friend the sweep are probably robbing my home of further goods. Call the Runners. Throw him out.” But Redfern was thoroughly suspicious now. He turned back to the boy. “Mr. Thouless here accused Gi...Mr. Frost of having stolen something dear to his heart. A silver topped cane with his initial engraved into it.” The boy looked rebellious. “He never stole nothing in his life,” he repeated. His little face was black, not just with 149
 
 Erastes grime, but with fury. “This cane. Some shiny black wood, is it? And the letter is kind of fancy? Like bird’s wings?” Redfern nodded. How the devil? “Well it ain’t HIS,” the boy said emphatically, “that’s for sure. It’s Mr. Frost’s.” “And that’s the problem, I’m afraid,” Redfern said kindly. “Mr. Frost said the same thing. It’s his word against Mr. Thouless here, and I’m afraid...” “Oh you don’t have to spell it out for me, sir. I gets it. He’s rich and the guv didn’t have two pennies to weigh down his purse most of the time. So HIS word is believed and Mr. Frost’s good name...” Thouless gave a bay of derision but he went on, “...is wiped out as if it never was.” He glared at Thouless but didn’t move from the chair. “But I can prove it.” “Oh really?” drawled Thouless. “How can you do that, when Frost himself couldn’t?” “I don’t know. Lestaways, I’m don’t know at all why the guv didn’t set things straight. But he could have proved it easy as anything. Same as I can—and will, sir,” he looked pleadingly up at Redfern, “If you’ll just get the plate the guv did of your house. He gave it you, didn’t he?” “I can’t be bothered with this charade, Joshua. I’ll see myself out.” “You’ll stay where you are, by God,” Redfern snarled, 150
 
 Frost Fair and pulled the bellrope so violently it was in danger of coming loose from the wall. Peters was duly dispatched to fetch the engraving whilst Thouless and the boy glared sullenly at each other. Redfern could do nothing but watch their animosity and as each moment passed, he felt more and more like he’d done something spectacularly stupid, and that he’d never be able to put it right. Peters propped the plate up on a chair. “You have to know where to look,” the boy said, “‘cause it ain’t never in the same place. But that cane was just about the only thing that the guv had from his dad, you see. Other than the press, of course. And he treasured it. I heard of some artists who always put a dog or a mouse in their pictures. I thought it daft.” He drew a grubby finger down a line of the engraving and Redfern’s eyes opened in surprise. What had, until the boy had pointed it out, previously looked like the edge of the wall with a rose trailing over it was now inescapably a walking stick with a silver top, engraved with a fancy initial F. “But with the guv, it’s that cane. It’s in every piece he ever did. You see? Clever he is, the guv. He liked doing the silhouettes,” he said, accusingly, “because he didn’t have to work at hiding the cane. Just put it into the subject’s hands. That’s why he took that man there up on his commission, I reckon. Also, being a friend of yours, like— I think he thought you’d be 151
 
 Erastes pleased.” There was a terrible silence and Redfern didn’t know what to do first. Hug the boy, shoot Thouless or shoot himself. “What’s your name, boy?” he said, hoarsely. “Mordecai, sir.” “Mordecai. Would you go and find my butler and ask him to come back in?” When the door closed, Redfern turned slowly around. His voice was scarcely under his own control. “Did you break his press, Finn? And for God’s sake, don’t lie to me again or I swear I will kill you where you stand.” “Of course I didn’t, you fool.” “Finn...” “Oh, I had it done, of course. The arrogant little slut had been selling himself all over town and you were too lovestruck to see it. I offered him a commission and he came running like a bitch in heat. I thought I was doing you a favor.” Redfern gave a laugh, half relief, half horror. “And he turned you down, didn’t he? You tried to take what he didn’t want to offer and he turned you down flat. That’s why you punished him. Oh God! How could I have been so blind? And he never told me—not because he was ashamed of himself, because he was ashamed of you being my 152
 
 Frost Fair friend! At least he had better taste—better judgement than I, because he wasn’t fooled by you—and I have been all this time. Me and half of London. Well, not one moment more.” “Joshua...” “Oh don’t panic, man. London isn’t going to care one whit about a stolen cane—and I’m not likely to be letting the ton know that a beautiful young man preferred my advances over yours. London can take itself to hell, for all I care. They’ll find you out sooner or later. Now get out.” As if listening outside the door, the butler and Mordecai re-entered. “Mr. Thouless is just leaving, Peters. Please see him out, and Mordecai...make sure he only takes his coat, gloves and hat, will you?”
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 Chapter Twelve Redfern sank back into his chair and buried his head in his hands. He’d been a first-class idiot. He’d had Gideon here, in his house, and now he knew the printer had come to him almost as a last resort. He’d had no choice. He’d lost everything and instead of offering an investigation, friendship and aid, all he’d done was give him paid employment. Treated him like a servant. Then worse, as good as forced him into sex and treated him like a whore. It was obvious to Redfern now—how could he have been so blind? How could he not have recognized the look on Gideon’s face, the last time he saw him? It wasn’t guilt. It was disappointment. Disappointment in him.
 
  
 
 Frost Fair The door opened and the boy came in again. He looked a little cleaner and a lot happier. “He ain’t half got some fancy swear words, that devil,” he said. “But I reckon you won’t be seeing him again.” The boy was his only hope, and he was almost frightened of asking the question in case he got the answer that he was dreading. “Mordecai, where is Mr. Frost now? Do you know?” “Not exactly, sir. But my new guv’nor, that’s Mr. Verney—the sweep, sir—he must’ve seen him. He told me what had happened. He said that Mr. Frost had often talked of joining up, you know when money got tight and we was eatin’ cabbage and not much else.” “The army?” Redfern’s world dropped away in terror. “Surely not? Not him?” “Yes, sir. He’d said as much to me, but only once. His granddad was a soldier, he said.” “But he could already be...” “But he might not be, too, sir. Gotta have a bit of hope, eh? But I think we might hurry?” Minutes later Mordecai had found a cab and they were advancing, as fast as Redfern’s bribes would allow, upon Hyde Park and the barracks. Mordecai seemed a little seasick
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 the
 
 vastly
 
 bumping
 
 coach
 
 and
 
 was
 
 uncharacteristically (from Redfern’s short acquaintance) 155
 
 Erastes silent. It seemed to take an age before they cleared Gloucester Road and pulled up at the barracks gate, but Redfern leapt from the plate, instructing the boy to keep the cab there. “However long I am away,” he ordered. As he strode away, he could hear the cabbie muttering, “Lor, I hope he don’t mean to be all night...” An hour later, and Redfern was wondering how anyone lived long enough to ship overseas and fight, for his short exposure to the military en masse had convinced him that they all needed shooting. They had been singularly unhelpful. As Redfern could not claim to be a relative of Mr. Frost, they said they were unable to give out any information as to whether he had enlisted or not. Perhaps the gentleman could clarify the relationship between himself and Mr. Frost? You see sir, (and he had had it explained several times by several ranks,) a lot of men run away from their creditors you see—and if we was to give out that information to all and sundry, well you’d see where we’d be, sir. Don’t you? Leave your card, sir, and if Mr. Frost was to come along and do his patriotic duty (the implication that Redfern should be in uniform was very clear) then we’d let you know, perhaps. Yes, there are several Mr. Frosts already enlisted this month, sir, and no, we can’t give you more details. Plus of course sir, it’s not unusual for a man to give a false name, had you considered 156
 
 Frost Fair that? No, Redfern had not, and after several hours of warming wooden benches with his arse, and speaking to less and less helpful uniformed ninnies, suffering hours of disinterested unhelpfulness, he had no recourse but to give in. Not for the first time in his life, he longed to have the ease of speech and affable charm of Thouless, for the oily bastard would have run rings around the officious brick wall that protected the barracks and would have the information already. Defeated, he made his way back to the cab. It was snowing hard at last, and the air felt warmer than it had for weeks. Advising the driver there was now no hurry, they made the trek back to Redfern’s house. It wasn’t until they were there that Redfern thought of Mordecai and where he’d want to be taken. “It’s all right, sir,” the boy said, sadly. “My gang ain’t too far from Soho Square today, I can walk from here. I’m sorry, sir. I was sure he’d be there.” “He could well be,” Redfern said, heavily. “But they were right not to tell me. Blast them. Thank you, Mordecai. You’ve saved me from myself today, and if you ever need anything, you come to me.” “I will, sir. But I’ll be all right, sir. An’ if I hear anything?” 157
 
 Erastes “Yes. Thank you.” It seemed odd that it didn’t feel strange to be talking to the boy almost like an equal and for one moment, Redfern was unwilling to let the boy go. He was his only link to Gideon, the only one he could have talked to about him. But he opened the door and let the boy out, then watched him as he disappeared into the swirling snow.
 
 A week later he had exhausted all other means of finding Gideon.
 
 He had the feeling that the man had
 
 actually signed up under a false name, or he had slid between the cracks of London like so many did when all their options had faded away. Redfern had been back to the little shop each day, but it remained locked and shuttered; there were no signs of life except for the presence of a mangy cat who sat on the doorstep as if guarding the door. On the eighth day, Redfern didn’t see the point of going back again. If Gideon had got any of the letters he’d left, he wasn’t responding and Redfern knew he’d just have to learn to live with the fact that he’d made the biggest mistake of his life. As the river-ice melted and London returned to normal, Redfern tried to return to the threads of his life, but every time it snowed he found himself staring out into the garden, 158
 
 Frost Fair remembering the Frost Fair and a man who he’d never forget. One day at the end of February, he was in his study watching the snow, lost in his thoughts. The flakes were huge, piling up in drifts and topping the laurels like the brightest icing. The thought of Gideon, homeless in weather like this, cut him to ribbons. All he could hope was that he was somewhere warm, somewhere...somewhere where he was being treated like a decent human being. Suddenly he caught a movement; a figure in the snow outside, the gardener no doubt, brushing the snow from the paths, but as Redfern glanced again he noticed that the man had no broom, and was taller and leaner in build than the gardener ever was. With his heart in his mouth, he wiped the ice and condensation away from the window, but when he peered once more through the pane, the figure was gone. With his heart beating wildly and hardly daring to hope, he dashed through the house to the garden door, pulled it open, and raced out into the white landscape, uncaring that the snow was ankle deep and was ruining his shoes and stockings. He reached the window he’d been standing at and followed the line of sight from where he’d been sitting. Tracks. Footprints. Bootprints in the snow. Eyes on the ground, he followed them around the house and then 159
 
 Erastes suddenly there the man was. Just a dark figure sheltering under the great yew by the fence between the house and the church. There was no doubt it was Gideon. He looked tired and pale but no less himself than when Redfern had seen him last. Wherever he had been, he had not suffered physically. And he was smiling. Redfern approached him almost timidly, as if Gideon was some sprite or snow-mirage that might vanish if touched. Flakes had settled on Gideon’s hair where it peered beneath his hat, adding to the fantastic effect. “I thought—Mordecai said you—I thought you’d gone.” “I hear that you threw the bastard out,” Gideon said. “I’m glad for that.” “Gideon. I should have seen the truth of him. It took a mere boy to make me see it. I’m ashamed of that. I’m ashamed of everything. Come in, Gideon, please. It’s bitter out here.” “I should not have lied to you.” “Rubbish! Stop it. I was the one who wronged you. I should have trusted you. I love...” “Don’t say anything.” “Come in, please.” Gideon reached across and as natural as breathing, took 160
 
 Frost Fair Redfern’s hand. Redfern thought his heart would stop. “I want to, Joshua. But I won’t come in as an employee...or a whore. I have a job as a partner in a firm. Not something you’d like; it’s not gentleman’s work, like printing. But it’s honest, and I’m independent. I want to stay that way. Can you be friends with someone like that? Can you manage to take me on those terms?” Joshua would have taken him on any terms whatsoever, but he could tell how fragile this moment was, how Gideon was likely to melt away into the snow if he thought for one moment that the respect he demanded wasn’t there. Joshua wanted to throw the world at Gideon’s feet, but knew now that would only scare him off. He took a breath, a breath which burned his lungs with freezing air, and struggled to say in a sentence what he knew that his heart had been saying since he’d lost his love. “I won’t take anything that you don’t give me freely, I’ll never doubt you again.” The sun came out in Gideon’s smile, and the snow seemed to melt from the world as Gideon stepped into his arms.
 
 At first it was tentative, shy, and awkward. After Joshua led him upstairs and locked the bedroom door, he had turned to Gideon and hesitated, as if the small patch of 161
 
 Erastes carpet and floor between them was as dangerous as the gulf that had kept them apart. It took Gideon to cross it, Gideon to raise a finger to Joshua’s mouth to stop him speaking. They’d done enough of that, and they’d do more, much more later. Then Gideon took the lead; kissing, undressing, whispering small, soft words of lust and need: words of reassurance and encouragement. Together they moved to the bed, naked and clinging to each other, as each kiss became longer and more forceful than the one before. Gideon let the rising tide of Joshua’s passion sweep over him as his lover’s hands and lips claimed his flesh, nipping, tweaking, licking until Gideon thought he’d lose himself and would be happy to be so lost. Lower and lower he went, and Gideon was crying out with need by the time Joshua brought his mouth down to the hollows of Gideon’s hips, but still he held off from sliding Gideon’s cock between his lips. When Gideon pleaded, begged, he heard Joshua chuckle, but then to his frustration he felt his lover pull away, just for moment, but he was back almost immediately and with gentle but firm hands he placed Gideon’s legs against his body. “Yes,” was all Gideon said, and that’s all he could say, repeating the word over and over and over as Joshua’s fingers opened him, set a rhythm, then worked him until he 162
 
 Frost Fair had to push his hand against his mouth to stop from crying out. “Yes. And yes. And please.” He closed his eyes then, for the sensation and the movement and fire, deep inside, were the call of a drum that could not be ignored, then the warm, blunt feel of Joshua’s cock was against his skin, then inside, joining them into one saying more than words would ever say. He heard Joshua calling his name, as if from a distance, felt Joshua’s hand take hold of his cock and he tried to answer but it was too late. All he could do was let his orgasm take him, pushing him over the highest of cliffs. It seemed as if he was falling, gently and perfectly into Joshua’s arms. The last thing he remembered before he slept was Joshua’s mouth against his cheek, and being told how much he was loved.
 
 And much, much later, as the sun pushed the snow from the eaves and the light crept across the wooden floor to where they lay on the bed, entwined, entangled— Gideon let his breath synchronize with Joshua’s then rolled over and put his head on Joshua’s chest. He closed his eyes in torpid happiness as he felt Joshua’s arms close tighter around him, as if he would never let him go again, and with 163
 
 Erastes a silent thought to St. Jude, Gideon prayed that Joshua never would.
 
 The End
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 Also by Erastes: Trilogy No. 111: Speak Its Name Hard and Fast Major Geoffrey Chaloner has returned, relatively unscathed, from the Napoleonic War, and England is at peace for the first time in years. Unable to set up his own establishment, he is forced to live with his irascible father who has very clear views on just about everything—including exactly whom Geoffrey will marry and why. The trouble is that Geoffrey isn’t particularly keen on the idea, and even less so when he meets Adam Heyward, the enigmatic cousin of the lady his father has picked out for him... As Geoffrey says himself: "I have never been taught what I should do if I fell in love with someone of a sex that was not, as I expected it would be, opposite to my own."
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 Chapter One “That is my chair, sir.” The voice was deep, sharp, and shattered Dr. Stewart’s concentration. He looked up to see a stern looking young man towering over him. Well, not necessarily that young, Stewart reflected, he must be nearly my age, but he has such a lean, youthful look about him, you might think he’s just an undergraduate. He swiftly took in a pair of chocolate brown eyes—eyes that lurked below black, curly hair, which seemed to want to cover them—a handsome face and a very bony frame. He rose immediately. “I do apologize, sir. I’ve only arrived at St. Bride’s today and I haven’t been appraised of all the customs and habits. I hope that you’ll forgive me.” Stewart produced
 
  
 
 Charlie Cochrane what he hoped was a winning smile and bowed slightly. The other man harrumphed and nodded slightly in return. “There are a number of traditions we cling to here, Mr....” “Stewart, Dr. Stewart. The college authorities saw fit enough to forget the indiscretions of my undergraduate years here and have appointed me to a fellowship in English.” He grinned again, emphasizing the contrast to the man who spoke to him. Stewart seemed to be born to wear a smile, while the other appeared as if he’d never smiled in his life. “Well, Stewart, we are great ones for resisting change, and the particular chair a man inhabits after high table is regarded as sacrosanct.” The severe looking man pointed to the empty seat next to him. “This place never seems to be occupied; perhaps you might like to use it?” Stewart could guess why that chair was never used but decided he’d take the risk. “How long have you been at St. Bride’s? I can’t place you from my earlier time here.” He would have remembered if he’d met him before, of course. He’d noticed this man at high table, not just for his striking good looks but for his apparent unease with joining in the conversation around him—except for one occasion when he seemed to be extremely animated and the words ‘differential calculus’ had been mentioned. Bet he’s a 2
 
 Lessons in Love mathematician. They’re all as mad as hatters. “I’ve been here six years, Dr. Stewart, ever since I took my degree. I have the honor to be working under Professor Moore in the Mathematics department.” For the first time the stranger looked fully into his companion’s face. “I suppose you’ll be with Professor Goodridge?” “Oh, no, not clever enough by half to be with the fellows who delve into Anglo-Saxon. The Bard of Avon is my concern,” Stewart saw the puzzled expression on the other man’s face and grinned, “Shakespeare, I mean. As a man of logic and higher reasoning you’ll please forgive the whimsy of a mere playgoer.” The other man looked closely at Stewart again, obviously suspicious that he was being made game of, then seemed to decide that the remarks were kindly meant and almost smiled. “Even a pupil of Euclid can recognize the value of Shakespeare’s works. Indeed, I was named after one of his characters.” Dr. Stewart couldn’t have been more stunned; the man’s hard-faced exterior didn’t suggest a romantic name. “Hamlet, Jacques—which is it?” “Orlando. I was christened Orlando.” Stewart waited to see if a surname would follow, decided that it wouldn’t, so spoke himself. “You’re very lucky. My parents saw fit to name me Jonathan—the only 3
 
 Charlie Cochrane thing in my life that I’ve not forgiven them for. I’m Jonty to all those who want to use the name.” The mention of parents had caused a small cloud to pass over Orlando’s face and he began staring at his feet. Stewart pressed on, unable to stop gabbling in the face of such studied non-communication. “Are there any other customs I must seek not to break?” The question never got answered, as the Jove-like figure of Dr. Peters, the Master of St. Bride’s approached. “I beg you not to get up, gentlemen. I was coming to introduce you to each other, our numerical genius not having been here before dinner when Dr. Stewart met the rest of the fellows—but I see that you’ve already made Dr. Coppersmith’s acquaintance.” Coppersmith—no wonder he was so unwilling to tell me. His parents certainly gave him an unlucky combination of names; perhaps that’s why he always looks so cross. “Dr. Coppersmith has been instructing me in the college ways, in case I make some dreadful error of etiquette.” Jonty inclined his head to express his gratitude—his mathematical colleague looked sterner than ever. “I’m honored to be able to share some of our little ways with Dr. Stewart and hope that he’ll profit from being back at our college. I wish you good night, gentlemen—I have a lecture to deliver in the morning and must take my rest.” 4
 
 Lessons in Love Coppersmith rose, bowed his head and departed, leaving the other two men rather speechless. Later, as Jonty walked slowly back to his rooms, he chuckled quietly—I’d give a five pound note to be at that mathematics lecture tomorrow and I bet most of the students would give five pounds to miss it. But for all that his new colleague seemed —on the surface at least—to be a pompous prig, his face stayed in Stewart’s mind until he fell asleep.
 
 St. Bride’s wasn’t one of the most notable Cambridge colleges, lacking the grandeur of St. John’s or Trinity. It formed a little backwater where life had changed very little over the last four hundred years, but small adjustments were made from time to time. The chair next to Orlando’s very soon became associated with Stewart. They sat together almost every evening after high table, chatting over coffee or port. The dons who’d known Coppersmith since his arrival at the college were astounded. He was notorious for being a solitary fellow, never one to indulge in college chat or even in most of the discussion in the Senior Common Room. Unless it was about maths, of course, when he would contribute freely and with amazing perception, before clamming up if the subject strayed a little. And yet there he 5
 
 Charlie Cochrane was, evening after evening, talking away to Dr. Stewart, and sometimes even smiling. What they talked about, none of the other dons would’ve hazarded a guess, nor why they had struck up such an unlikely alliance. If they’d have asked Stewart, he’d have told them he’d come back to his old college hoping to make a fresh start and acquire new friends in the process. He’d have wondered with them about the fact that he and Coppersmith had hit it off immediately, after their first meeting, both gradually realizing the few things they had in common were less interesting than the things in which they differed. He wouldn’t have told them that he found Orlando enormously attractive and that being with the man was a constant pleasure. In Jonty’s thoughts alone he would compare their meeting to that of Rosalind and her Orlando, an instant magnetism drawing him to the other man. He wasn’t stupid enough to confess that. Even if the traditions of this college, within this University, made it possible to remain an old bachelor, surrounded by other old bachelors and have noone raise an eyebrow, there were still dangers. Public disgrace, prosecution. He would risk them both if he formed, again, an alliance with another man within the walls of St. Bride’s. For the moment he would have to savor the budding friendship with this strange young chap and 6
 
 Lessons in Love hope against hope that the attraction might prove to be mutual. Anyone asking Coppersmith the same question, about why he’d suddenly found himself an acquaintance, wouldn’t have received any sort of an answer. Not just because he kept his feelings to himself, but because he couldn’t say at this point why he felt so differently about Jonty than he felt about all the other dons. Why he should want to spend time with the man, when he’d been solitary all his life. The University part of his mind might have said that it was the classic case of opposites attracting, the properties of poles of magnets or particles of different charge. The personal part wouldn’t have commented as it had no idea what was going on.
 
 “You didn’t take your degree here, Coppersmith. Which seat of learning did you grace with your incredible skills?” “I was at Oxford, Stewart—Gabriel College.” Orlando settled into his seat, more comfortable then he’d been at any point since he came to Cambridge. More comfortable than he’d been since he was a child. For the first time in his life, it seemed like he’d made a friend and the experience was all a bit startling. “If I had known the University would stoop so low as to 7
 
 Charlie Cochrane take someone from the other place I would never have agreed to return.” Jonty grinned; he seemed to spend half his life grinning, or smiling, or smirking and that unsettled Orlando, too, although he couldn’t work out why just yet. Coppersmith wondered whether there was some fixed amount of cheerfulness allowed in the universe and if his companion’s excess compensated for his own apparent lack of it. He’d become quietly accustomed to the happy presence in the adjacent chair, even though such a thing would have horrified him only a few weeks ago. He’d never wanted to share his thoughts—unless they were to do with numbers—with anyone else and now he was gossiping away like one of the college cleaning ladies. He cast a furtive glance at his companion, who was struggling with a pair of nutcrackers and a wayward walnut. Jonty’s unruly blond hair was all over the place, his blue eyes showed unusual depths of concentration and his tongue was poking out slightly, as it often did when he tackled a difficult task. Coppersmith had never before appreciated that Stewart possessed a handsome face and the realization was a great shock to him. He could define the most obscure bits of calculus, look at a problem and solve it almost instantly, but he’d never really understood what people meant when they mentioned beauty. Not until now, when it was sitting right next to him. 8
 
 Lessons in Love “Got the little bugger in the end!” Jonty beamed triumphantly, offering his friend half of his newly released treasure. No-one had ever used the word bugger in the Senior Common Room before, was never likely to again, but somehow the more colorful aspects of Stewart’s speech were tolerated in a way that would be unlikely with anyone else. They often talked about sport—discovering that they’d each won a rugby blue but hadn’t managed to play against the other, being picked in different years. Coppersmith had been a wing three-quarter, naturally, given his wiry physique—lacking in grace but fast. He’d scored twice in the Varsity match, despite finishing on the losing side. “I suppose you were in the front row?” Orlando drew his conclusions from Jonty’s muscular frame. “Coppersmith! Do my ears look as if they have spent time in a scrum?” They didn’t; Orlando thought that they were rather shapely ears—and that was a shock to him, too. To be sitting in the SCR of his college and musing about how attractive the man sitting next to you seemed was beyond his imaginings. Making a friend had been enough of a surprise; this was staggering. “I was scrum half, and a very wily one was how The Times described me. Shame that we lost that year, like you 9
 
 Charlie Cochrane the next; your selectors seemed to have imported an entire troop of gorillas to play in your pack. One of them broke my finger.” Jonty held up the joint in question and smirked. “I broke his nose.” He began to laugh, his bright blue eyes crinkling up with the sheer joy of being alive and in the company of someone he liked. Orlando began to laugh, too—for the first time in what seemed ages. When they stopped—out of breath and in disgrace with the rest of the fellows—Coppersmith knew that their friendship had been cemented.
 
 Dr. Coppersmith was supposed to be marking papers from his students, but he was more interested in watching, through his window, the progress of a golden head across the court. That’s my friend Dr. Stewart. He walks along the river with me and listens to all my latest theories, even if he doesn’t understand a word of them. Three weeks previously, Orlando had no-one in his life he could ever call friend. Then, into his world of gown-black and stone-grey, half tones and half a life, had come this vision of blue and gold, like a ray of spring sunshine against a cloudless sky. My friend, Dr. Stewart. We go to chapel together and he’s never bothered that I sing all the hymns and responses out of tune. It was strange for Orlando to have reached the 10
 
 Lessons in Love age of twenty-eight without finding anybody he wanted to be close to. His life had been bound by the university, the college and the maths department—all of them important and serious. And now he’d found that most frivolous of things—someone to share his thoughts and ideas with— although in reality Jonty had come along and found him, stealing his chair in the process. It made Orlando feel more alive than he’d ever felt and more than a little frightened. My friend, Dr. Stewart. He comes along and says “We’ve been invited to drinks, Dr. Coppersmith, so get your best bib and tucker ready!” We. Suddenly Orlando had a social life, whether he wanted one or not, and it was as part of a pairing. Somehow all the things he’d always dreaded— making small talk, being sociable—had become possible, so long as he had his colleague with him to jolly him along. Unexpectedly, life had a distinctly more enjoyable flavor. Coppersmith turned his attention back to the papers on his desk, only to find that he’d written My friend, Dr. Stewart on the topmost one and now had to scratch it out furiously before anyone noticed.
 
 “Will you come and take a cup of coffee or a glass of port in my rooms, Stewart?” It was evening and the Senior Common Room had been 11
 
 Charlie Cochrane overrun
 
 by
 
 strangers—there
 
 were
 
 women
 
 visiting,
 
 patronesses of the college to be sure, but still female and therefore to be treated with caution by most of the fellows. Especially by Coppersmith, who, though he was now brave enough to talk to almost any woman, even one from Girton, was still extremely unhappy in their company. Jonty almost choked on his answer. He’d been waiting weeks for an invitation to Orlando’s set of room. All he’d managed so far was to poke his little nose around the door before being whisked away—and now it had come like a bolt out of the blue. 1906 had dawned and the new year and the new term seemed to have made Coppersmith bold. “I think that we’d better. Don’t look over there just now, but there are two skirted bottoms occupying our chairs.” Stewart sniggered. Orlando looked horrified, as though he’d have to have the things fumigated before they could sit there again. “Come on, then, before we’re forced into conversation.” A sudden disconcerting thought must have occurred to him. “Unless you want to stay, of course?” One of the ladies was quite young and Coppersmith asked Jonty whether she would be described as pretty. Perhaps, he suggested, Stewart would like to talk to her—he always seemed to have no problem chatting with females and they positively flocked around him. 12
 
 Lessons in Love Jonty took his time before answering. “No, I’d be more than content with a glass of some pleasant brew and a little peace and quiet.” They found a whole bottle of a really good port—most welcome, as both of them had been extremely sober at table due to the unnerving presence of the petticoat brigade. Jonty settled into one of Orlando’s worn but comfortable armchairs and enjoyed the glow from the fire. While his friend poured the port, Stewart drank in his surroundings. The room contained the usual Bride’s mix of the academic, the sporting and the personal, very little of the last compared to the first. It was what his mother would have described as being part of a house, dear, not a home, and it gave away very little about its owner. He found that disappointing, as his family had plied him with questions about the mysterious Dr. Coppersmith all over the Christmas break and he’d not been really able to answer them adequately. He’s my friend, Mama, and I enjoy his company very much, had been as far as it had gone, even under his mother’s third degree. Although if he were being honest, Orlando meant a lot more to him than just being a colleague. Jonty’s opinion of his friend had gradually changed from pompous ass to treasured companion and he knew that he was beginning to harbor more than just 13
 
 Charlie Cochrane platonic thoughts about the man. Being in his rooms, now, watching him simply wrestling with a Brazil nut and the crackers was a true pleasure. Orlando’s dark hair was highlighted by the fire’s glow and a halo of light gave him the appearance of a somewhat serious angel. Jonty could feel his heart beating faster as he savored the sight. “Much nicer here than in with those women, eh, Dr. Stewart?” “It is indeed, Dr. Coppersmith. Deal us a hand of whist and we’ll make an evening of it.” Jonty watched Orlando poke around in a draw for a deck, admiring the fact that even his rummaging was a neat and ordered process. Coppersmith truly was both the strangest and loveliest of creatures.
 
 “Why don’t you call me Jonty? I think, Dr. Coppersmith, that we’re friends enough now to lose some of the formality.” Dr. Stewart had just lost his third consecutive game of cards, the clock’s hands were nearing half past ten and the evening had been enjoyable for them both. Dr. Coppersmith considered—it was as if he had to find the second differential of Jonathan before he could answer. “I think that I could call you Jonty here in my rooms, but I 14
 
 Lessons in Love don’t think that it would be appropriate anywhere else.” Orlando was embarrassed enough about all the occasions he’d doodled My friend Dr. Stewart on things; it would be awful if he were caught writing My friend Jonty. “I suspect I’m too far set in my ways.” “That would be absolutely fine—if I may call you Orlando, in return?” It was the strangest thing, but Coppersmith felt decidedly peculiar when his friend said Orlando—the first time Stewart had ever used the name, he realized. It was turning out to be an evening of firsts. The first time he’d had another one of the fellows of Bride’s in his room other than on college business. The first use of his Christian name. The first time he’d had this peculiar fluttering in his stomach that he couldn’t put a cause to. “It would be an honor so to be addressed.” Jonty simply smiled in the face of such affectedness, rather than breaking into his usual laughter. Coppersmith knew that he became pompous when he felt some deep emotion and Stewart must have recognized the fact. Perhaps the man found this trait rather touching. Whatever he was thinking, Jonty rose and moved to the mantelpiece, picking up a gilt-framed photograph, the only one in the room that had no obvious university link. “May I, Orlando? Is this your mother and father?” He was watching his friend’s face 15
 
 Charlie Cochrane out of the corner of his eye and must have seen the discomfort there. Orlando nodded. He didn’t really want to speak as he was sure his voice would tremble and he had no idea why that should be. It wasn’t just at the mention of his parents; every time he looked at Jonty, the fluttering got worse. “It’s extraordinary how much you resemble your mother—do you see very much of them?” Stewart held the picture at arm’s length and compared it to the handsome man across the room. There was a long pause. “They’re both dead—my mother didn’t survive to see me take my degree.” Coppersmith began to study his hands. Stewart looked full of remorse for the distress he was causing. “I’m so sorry, Orlando, I didn’t know. I can’t imagine what life would be like without one’s parents in the background—it makes me sad to think that yours didn’t see the success you have made of yourself.” Coppersmith looked blankly around his room to see if he could see any signs of the success to which Stewart referred; there wasn’t any obvious evidence. “I have some more pictures of them,” he said finally, “if you’d like to see them.” “But of course I would.” Jonty sat down again, watching while Orlando rummaged in another drawer and 16
 
 Lessons in Love produced a small photograph album. He brought the album over, sitting on the floor next to Stewart’s feet and placing the book on his friend’s lap, accidentally brushing his hand against the man’s leg in the process. Just the barest touch—no more than a hairsbreadth of contact, but it had sparked like static between them. Coppersmith froze, his heart racing at the effect on him the touch had made. This feeling was unlike anything he’d ever known before and he still couldn’t put a name or meaning to it. He gingerly placed his hand next to Stewart’s on the velvet cover of the album; their eyes met and held—dark staring into light—until they could look no more. “Orlando,” Jonty whispered, raising his hand until it was almost touching the other man’s face. “I...” There was a loud and persistent rapping at the door and Coppersmith became aware of three things. Firstly that his heart was pounding so strongly that he wasn’t sure any ribcage could contain it. Secondly that Jonty was muttering Damn it. Damn it and blast it, over and over. Thirdly that someone might just be trying to gain their attention. He rose and stumbled to the door. “Dr. Coppersmith, sir.” It was Summerbee, out of breath from running up from the porters’ lodge. “It’s young Lord Morcar. I thought I would come to you, seeing as he is one of your pupils.” 17
 
 Charlie Cochrane “And what is it about Lord Morcar that can’t wait until morning?” “He’s dead, sir. His friends found him not five minutes since—we’ve sent for the doctor, but I thought you should...” He tailed off, seemingly unsure of himself. “Has the Master been informed?” A frightened look on the porter’s face told Coppersmith that the man was hoping he would take that particular burden from him. He would not. “You must do it immediately. I’ll go to his Lordship’s room—which is it?” “The Old Court, J7, sir.” Summerbee touched his bowler and departed, probably full of dread at the prospect of knocking at the hallowed door of the Master’s lodge. Coppersmith turned and saw Stewart watching him. He wondered whether Jonty would be astounded at the command that he’d shown with the porter, how his shy, socially uncomfortable friend had transformed into a man of authority and action. Orlando felt quite proud of himself, even if he was disappointed at the interruption. “Jonty, will you come with me?” Stewart didn’t hesitate to show his full agreement. “Of course, if you want me to.” “It’s not a matter of wanting. I’m going to need you there, I think.” All the flutterings in his stomach had faded now, driven off by the thought of a dead man, but he still 18
 
 Lessons in Love wanted Jonty beside him.
 
 As they made their way over to The Old Court, they regretted their lack of prudence in terms of overcoats. The harsh East Anglian wind, straight from Siberia, the locals said, carried snow with it, and they felt chilled to the bones. A crowd of undergraduates had gathered at the bottom of the staircase, being kept from the room itself only by the burly form of Lee, another of the porters. Coppersmith tried to make his way through them, but they took no notice of him; they were excited and afraid and some of them beginning to show signs of hysteria. This time Jonty took control. Dr. Stewart was popular among the undergraduates, being the most open and approachable of all the fellows at St. Bride’s. Although he was merciless in pulling apart any essay he felt was poorly written or ill-researched, he did it with such kindness and good humor that none of them took umbrage, and they all tried harder the next time. “Gentlemen!” Jonty’s tones split the night and brought all the chattering to a halt. “Thank you. It does no one any good you staying out here freezing to…” he was about to say death but thought better of it. “Freezing to the ground. I would suggest that unless you have something useful to say 19
 
 Charlie Cochrane about this to either the doctor or the Master, you return to your own rooms.” The gathering broke up, aided by the threat of Jove’s imminent arrival and the especial efforts of one young man who Stewart suspected had a bit of a crush on his English tutor and who was, no doubt, determined to see his idol obeyed. Orlando was able to get up the stairs at last and into the room, leaving Stewart with Lee to await the Master. He seemed to be gone an inordinate length of time, making Jonty bold enough to venture up. He found his friend standing rigidly over the half dressed body of a lad of about twenty—a slim, angular young man, pale in life and milk white now. The room was freezing, the window open wide; Stewart reached over to shut it. “Don’t touch anything!” Orlando’s voice was as icy as the glittering windowpanes. “Look at this, Dr. Stewart,” he pointed to the young lad’s throat, ashen but mottled with ugly contusions. “I believe Lord Morcar has been strangled.” Jonty reflected that it had certainly been a night full of revelations and this had been perhaps one surprise too far.
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