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Chapter 1

JULY 1819

The Tory was waiting when Silas entered the private room.

He stood as if looking out the window, though it was covered by drapes. No prying eyes wanted. His back was to the door, and Silas gave himself a moment to look. Curly black hair that he knew to be shot with silver at the temples. A pair of shoulders beginning to round, just a little, from too long spent at a desk. Fawn breeches that didn’t hug his arse nearly as much as they might. A rich man, by Silas’s standards. Probably an important man. An unknown man.

He turned a moment after Silas entered, though he must have heard the door. Dark eyes under the black hair. Welsh blood at work, that was, that and the strong, dark features.

The Tory looked at him, unblinking. Didn’t smile. Didn’t say good evening.

Silas crossed to his usual chair, watching. The Tory watched him back.

Silas sat. It was a comfortable chair, and he’d been on his feet all day and had walked here from Ludgate too. He allowed himself a sigh of contentment, then looked up at the well-dressed man who waited in silent stillness.

“Wine.” His own Cockney rasp always seemed more pronounced in the Tory’s presence.

The Tory didn’t move for a moment, as if shocked by the order, a flush darkening on his cheeks, then he went, in silence, to the little table. There was a bottle there, already uncorked, two long-stemmed glasses. He poured for them both with a hand that shook, left one glass there, came over to hand Silas his.

Silas tasted the wine. Rich, red, almost certainly costing some impossible sum. Like the private room at Millay’s, like the Tory’s coat and gleaming boots, like everything in the room except himself.

The Tory stood close, watching. Silas swung one leg over the other. He wore shoes and worsted stockings. The Tory wore Hessians and silk.

“Take my shoes off,” Silas said harshly, and then, “No. On your knees.”

The Tory gave a convulsive swallow. He went down to his knees, head bowed, and reached for Silas’s roughly stitched leather shoe.

“Look up.”

His head came up, dark eyes unreadable. His face was taut with emotion, but his mouth was a little open, lips a little red, and he took hold of Silas’s shoe like the best-trained servant Silas could imagine.

“Other one.” Silas moved his foot, forcing the Tory between his legs as the man served him. His prick was hardening already, and he could see the bulge in the Tory’s breeches. He spread his legs wider. “See that?”

The Tory nodded, a barely perceptible movement. Silas curled a leg around his back and kicked the kneeling man forward. It took him by surprise. He lurched, steadied himself with a hand on Silas’s thigh, and Silas took the opportunity to grab his face, taking a tight hold on his well-shaven chin. “I said, see that?”

“Yes.” A whisper. Forcing the word out.

“Where’s that going tonight?”

“Please,” the Tory said. “Please. Don’t make me.”

Silas stared at him, feeling the pulse beat beneath his fingers, hearing his harsh breaths. The Tory stared back, eyes full of shame and defiance, chin stubbornly up.

One of those nights.

“Don’t make you,” Silas repeated. “Don’t make you, when I come all this way to get my prick pleasured?” He set his jaw, tensing his shoulders, increasing the pressure on the Tory’s skin. “You’ll do as I say.”

“No.” The Tory’s voice was a soft thread of pleading. “Don’t.”

Silas pushed him away, hard, catching him off balance a second time so he went over onto his tailbone, sprawling on the wooden floorboards. He slapped a hand on the floor to stop himself going over completely, and stayed there, bent backward, legs folded under him. His posture suggested a man who was going to lose this fight. The bulge of muscle in his arms and the tension of his lips suggested a man who wasn’t used to losing, who had to struggle with it.

“Get up. Strip yourself. Do it.”

The Tory stood. His hands were shaking as he obeyed, pulling off his coat and waistcoat, tugging the clean linen over his head. His chest, tangled with wiry black hair. His belly, just a little soft from fine living.

“Breeches.”

The man doubtless had a valet, someone who folded his clothes and took off his boots. Silas enjoyed watching him do it himself. No opportunity for caustic comments as he struggled with a tight coat or stiff boots tonight, though. He was dressed to undress. His boots came off easily; he pushed down soft breeches, linen drawers. Such a fine gentleman.

And then he stood naked. Candles—wax candles, no stinking tallow here—burned all over the room, giving a clear light. Silas liked the light. He liked to see the Tory bare, without the fine fabrics and expensive tailoring that marked his class. Just a man, skin and flesh, a face braced against pain or humiliation, and a cockstand begging for it.

His Tory.

Silas was tempted to have him on his knees again, but there was something about him standing in the middle of the room, bare and staring and aroused. Like a spare prick at a wedding, he thought, and grinned, knowing it looked wolfish. He was no fine gentleman with polite smiles to ease the social passage. No doubt the Tory could have any gentleman he desired up his social passage, come to that, but it wasn’t what he wanted. He came here.

He unbuttoned his own trousers. Two buttons, that was all, none of your fancy tailoring, and his prick sprang free. The Tory’s eyes went to it as if dragged. Well they might, Silas thought, giving himself a slow, complacent stroke. Not so long, perhaps, but thick enough to be sure the Tory wouldn’t forget this night in a hurry. Wouldn’t rush off to another bed before next Wednesday.

“I’ll give you something to remember me by,” he said aloud, and saw the Tory shudder. “Well? What’ll it be?”

The Tory’s chest heaved as he struggled to speak. Silas had never been much of a talker either, always thought you might as well get on with it. Get in, get on, go back to work.

Not with this man. The Tory needed words.

Silas caressed his prick, thumbing the end. “Asked you a question. Now, you can get on your knees and beg for it, and maybe I’ll let you gamahuche me. Good big prick in your mouth, just the way you like it. Might even let you have a bit of fun, once I’ve done, if you serve me well enough. Or.” He cupped his balls, a gesture the Tory called vulgar, and saw the flare in his eyes. “Or you say no to me one more time, and I’ll put you on all fours and teach you who your master is, whether you like it or not. Understand me?”

The Tory’s eyes met Silas’s, so dark. He said, soft and clear and very gentlemanlike, “No. Don’t touch me.”

“Get on the bed.” Silas pushed himself out of the chair, bracing his legs wide, knowing he looked intimidating. He was an inch or so shorter than the Tory, broader but not by much, but he’d been in a lot of fights in his life, and he wasn’t afraid of more.

Not that they were here to fight. But the Tory knew what he was looking at, and his eyes darkened at the idea of a threat.

Silas took another step forward, moving close to the naked man. Such clean, smooth skin, curling black hair. He reached for the Tory’s skull, cupping his head, running the soft locks, ungreased and unpomaded, through his fingers. He hated the hair stuff, and the Tory knew it.

Silas wanted to caress. Instead he tightened his fingers, so the Tory gasped with pain. “On the fucking bed!” He shoved sideways and the Tory went stumbling, over to where he should be.

“Knees,” Silas said harshly. “Hands on the rail.”

The Tory’s hands came out at once to grip the wooden bed frame, and Silas could breathe then.

Some men liked whips and chains. He had learned that here, or been told it, rather, because any bastard tried those on him would be going home with his teeth in his pocket and the butt end of a whip up his arse. Silas had been chained and flogged, and not for pleasure. It was ten years now, more, since he’d taken the whip, but the sight of the damned things—instruments of torture and oppression used as toys—still made him queasy and angry.

None of that for Silas. And not for the Tory, with him. He’d take them, Silas had no doubt, and like them too, but he didn’t need them. He needed hard words and harder treatment; he needed to be made to kneel and beg and break. The Tory’s manacles were in his mind.

He was on knees and elbows, an awkward position that let him clutch the rail, head bowed and breathing hard. “You don’t let go,” Silas told him, leaving the rest of the sentence unspoken, because they both knew it: unless you want me to stop. The Tory never had yet. It unnerved Silas sometimes, wondering if he ever would.

Silas walked to the head of the bed, to the curtain against the wall, and pulled the cord.

“Oh, no,” the Tory said urgently. “No.”

It sounded as though he meant it, and the odd thing was he probably did. He’d probably prefer whips. But his hands were still on the rail, albeit white-knuckled.

Silas moved back to the foot of the bed so he could see them both in the mirror he’d just revealed. He did look wolfish. Rough as hell, in his cheap fustian jacket, with his cropped salt-and-pepper hair so unlike the Tory’s well-kept locks. He’d have to mess those up.

He stripped, taking his time, eyes on the Tory’s in the mirror. Nothing but breathing in the room, and harsh need, and the smells. Other men’s fucking, the Tory’s soap, and Silas’s sweat.

“Legs wider.”

“Don’t,” the Tory said, staring at Silas in the mirror. He looked hopeless and desperate and agonizingly needy all at once. “Stop. Please.” Fingers still tight on the rail.

Silas climbed onto the bed behind him and reached for the oil, supplied by the house, of course. He’d used a lot worse in his time. He poured it onto his own thick, calloused fingers, ran a dribble over the Tory’s arse, and followed it with a slick, slippery touch that won a violent shudder from the kneeling man. He pressed a finger in.

The Tory gave a ragged gasp. Silas pushed harder. “Don’t want it?”

“No!”

“Going to get it, though, aren’t you?” He turned his hand, probing into the Tory’s tight heat and feeling him squirm against the invasive fingers. He didn’t like this, the preparation, didn’t like to be cared for, and sometimes Silas indulged that. He’d push in with no warning and see tears of pain starting in the Tory’s eyes, and that was probably what he’d expected now. Which was all the more reason to do it different.

Silas could see the clear thread of liquid running from the Tory’s cock to the sheets, glistening in the candlelight like a spider web in winter.

He moved his fingers around, taking his time, enjoying the view. The Tory’s bare thighs and arse, the beautiful line of his back. His head, down again so that he couldn’t see himself. That wouldn’t do.

Silas pulled his hand away, reached for the oil again. He straightened up, so the Tory would be able to see him in the mirror. “Look at me. Look up.” He waited for the dark head to rise with painful reluctance. “Look. See this?” His big rough hand, stroking and sliding over his big rough prick gleaming with oil. “That’s what you’re going to take. Every inch. And thank me for it.”

“No.” The Tory’s lips were red and open with arousal.

“Thank me,” Silas repeated. “Say, ‘Thank you for your cock, sir. Thank you for making me look.’ ”

“Go to hell.” The Tory’s shoulders were rigid, hands clamped on the rail. “Don’t you dare—don’t—”

“Watch me.” Silas pushed in and heard the Tory’s stuttering gasp like kisses on his skin.

“Oh God. No. Stop!”

Just words, Silas reminded himself, glancing at the hands tight on the rail. “I want you to see this. Watch your face.”

The Tory didn’t. His back was arched, hands clawed, head back, and his eyes were locked on the other man in the mirror. On Silas, fucking him.

“Fine Mary-Ann you are,” Silas whispered. “You want this, don’t you?”

“No. No. Ugh.” A grunt of effort as Silas bore down on him, the Tory taking everything he had. “Please. I can’t.” Muscles tensing in his shoulders as he pushed back. “Oh God, God…”

The Lord’s name in vain, from the Tory. Oh, he was breaking hard tonight. Silas ground down, forward, through the Tory’s involuntary resistance. Grabbed those shoulders, digging fingers in. “Watch me fuck you. Watch your face.”

The Tory twisted under him, as if trying to get away, hands still clamped on the rail. Silas grabbed his hair, one-handed, pulled his head up. His eyes were shut. “Look.”

The Tory’s eyes snapped open. He stared at himself, impaled, ridden, overpowered.

Silas pulled back slowly, thrust hard, slamming his hips in so that the Tory shuddered at the impact. “What do you say?”

His lips worked. No sound. Silas moved again, starting a rhythm, still gripping his hair, pulling his head back, exposing that beautiful column of throat. He wanted to worship it, kiss his way up from collarbone to those pleading lips.

All the things he could do to the Tory, and he wanted the one thing he couldn’t.

So he didn’t. He fucked the man like a dog, brutal as he could, until the Tory was crying out wordlessly with each thrust, almost sobbing, and Silas could tell that surrender was close.

“Let go.” He wrapped his arm around the man’s heaving chest and pulled him to an upright kneel, straightening himself, keeping their bodies locked. He behind, broad thighs splayed wide. The Tory between his legs, untouched prick weeping with need, skin marked red from Silas’s fingers, nipples tight, the face of a fucked and fallen angel. Lost or found in lust, you couldn’t tell, but he turned his head away, closing his eyes.

“Look,” Silas whispered in his ear, saw him shudder. “Look at yourself.” How can you not see what I see? “Tory whore.” My Tory.

“Please.” That sounded urgent. “I can’t.”

Silas let go of his hair, moved his own free hand down, and for the first time, took hold of the Tory’s prick. The man’s body clamped tight in response, and for a terrifying second, Silas thought he might spend before he was ready. He couldn’t stop the strangled noise in his throat as he tensed everything he had to hold it off and felt the climax recede a little. He gave it a moment, flexed his hips, and, judging by his captive’s flail, hit the spot.

“Oh, yes,” Silas growled. “Want it now, don’t you?” He rolled his hips, ignoring the strain on his back and thighs because he was too old for this, even relishing the discomfort, because it helped him keep going. The Tory was losing control altogether now, head jerking, moving spasmodically, kept upright by Silas’s arm around his chest. Incoherent sobs. Silas grinned viciously into his neck.

“Say it.”

The Tory moaned in protest. Silas tightened his other hand, feeling the swell of the Tory’s cock, using his fist around it to restrict the man’s movements more. “Say it.”

“No. No.” His hips canting and thrusting, sweat running, his prick and Silas’s fingers wet with the leaking that showed just how close he was.

“Watch yourself say it. ‘Thank you for the fucking, sir—’ ”

And the Tory broke. “Oh God, please, thank you, thank you. Thank you for—for fucking—Christ.”

Silas shoved him forward, lost himself in the capitulation, and the drugged, dizzy pleasure in the Tory’s eyes. “Bloody harlot. This is what you want, isn’t it? What are you?”

“Your whore. Anything, just, oh fuck no—”

And that was him gone, crying out helplessly with pain and shame and pleasure, and Silas after him just a few savage thrusts later, spending hard and hot into the man pinned under his own bulky body.

They lay, locked together, gasping. The Tory had his face in the sheets; Silas had his in the Tory’s shoulder and his arm trapped under the man’s chest.

A few more breaths, then the Tory made a muffled noise of discomfort. Silas wormed his arm free and withdrew with wincing care, ever afraid he’d done damage. When he felt his legs would support him, he managed to stand, and went to the little pitcher of water provided by the house—still warm—to wipe himself down and throw a clean cloth to the Tory. Odd sod that he was, he didn’t like to be observed in cleaning up, so Silas took his time stretching out the kinks and getting the wineglasses before he turned again.

The Tory lay on his back, eyes shut, sated. His face was flushed, lips reddened, skin marked all over by Silas’s fingers.

God, he was beautiful.

“Here.” Silas handed him a glass and sat on the bed. The Tory took it without looking. “What’s this, then?”

“Hermitage. It’s a French wine, from the Rhône.”

Silas had no idea where that was, nor why it mattered. But it did matter to the Tory, any fool could see, and it cost Silas nothing to ask.

He sipped at the Hermitage, which the Tory had pronounced in a Frenchified way. It had that dryness on the tongue at first that he didn’t much like, preferring beer or porter, but he knew by now that once you got a little way down the glass the taste could grow on a man. “Very fine.”

The Tory opened his eyes then. They looked tired but deeply content, all passion spent. He smiled, and Silas smiled back. “It’s good to see you.”

Silas moved his glass to chink it against the Tory’s. “You too. Been well?”

“Not so bad. Work. You?”

“Aye, busy enough. Lost one of my assistants a few weeks back, did I tell you?” That was understating it. Harry Vane, his old friends’ son, had been reclaimed by the noble family his father had abandoned, swept off to become a gentleman. Silas wasn’t going to mention that, of course. It was Harry’s business, and for all he knew of good society, which was nothing, the Tory might mix in Harry’s circles. He didn’t think much of a good young radical, or even an idle one like Harry, going off to become a gentleman, but he wasn’t going to put the boy’s future at risk with loose talk. “And it’s too damn hot.”

“That it is. I’m going down to the country this weekend.”

“Very nice. Back next week?”

Silas tried to ask it casual-like, but there was a definite twitch to the Tory’s lips when he replied, “By next Wednesday, I think.”

Silas shoved him, not hard, and the Tory sat up a little, making space. Silas moved to lie alongside him, feeling the heat of his bare skin.

“I finished the book,” the Tory said.

“Oh, aye? What’d you think?”

“Good. Terrifying. Strange. I can’t understand why you like it.”

“Why would I not?”

“I wouldn’t have thought you’d agree with it.” The Tory gave him a wry smile. “After all, its burden is the need for man to keep in his place—”

“What?” said Silas incredulously.

“The overreaching man dares to play God and pays a terrible price. Abuses the natural order and creates a monstrous thing.”

“Bollocks,” Silas said. “That ain’t what it’s about.”

“It’s what happens.”

“No. What happens is he creates, he’s responsible for, something that should be”—Silas waved his hand—“great and strong, something that he owes a duty to. And he says to it, The hell with you. Go die in a ditch. I’ll have my big house and pretty wife. And it says, You don’t get to live in a grand house and ignore me. Do your duty or I’ll tear you down. Treat me like I’m as good as you, or I’ll show you—”

“That I’m not,” the Tory interrupted. “The creature murders—”

“Because he ain’t given a chance to live decent,” Silas interrupted right back. “You treat men like brutes; you make ’em brutes. That’s what it says.”

“No, you create brutes when you distort the rules of nature and the order of things,” the Tory retorted. “That’s what the book’s about. It’s obvious.”

“It’s not.” Silas snorted. “You think its author meant that?”

“Oh, do you know the author?” The Tory looked intrigued. “Who is he?”

“She.”

“A woman? A woman wrote Frankenstein?”

“A girl,” Silas said with some satisfaction. “Mary Wollstonecraft and William Godwin’s girl.”

The Tory’s mouth dropped open. “That—female who married that appalling poet?”

“Mary Shelley,” Silas agreed smugly. “Aye.”

“Good heavens. No wonder she published it anonymously. A woman.”

“And what’s her sex to do with it?” Silas demanded, and they were off.

It wasn’t as if he lacked political debate in his life. Silas ran a bookshop that sold mostly political philosophy. His nights and evenings, except Wednesdays, were taken up with pamphleteering, writing the often seditious libels at which he excelled, and attending meetings of the people who could no longer bear the stranglehold of the rich on England’s neck. He had been in the struggle since he’d had his eyes opened by Euphemia Gordon, a radical firebrand and agitator for the rights of women, at the age of sixteen, and he’d never stopped fighting, not for gaol or flogging or the threat of worse. He believed in the cause, dedicated his life to it, hated the aristocracy and the gentry who let the people starve and wanted the working man kept in his place.

And then on Wednesdays he went to bed with the most dyed-in-the-wool Tory he’d ever met in his life.

Millay’s was an assignation house. Not a whorehouse—nothing so honest—but a place where gentlemen who liked gentlemen could meet gentlemen like themselves. It was no place he’d normally set foot, but he’d been asked special. Someone for you to meet, his friend Jonathan had said. Gentleman set to get himself killed. Take a turn at him before he does, why not?

Silas could see it too that first night. The Tory had all the look of a man who was going to let his desires drive him downward, and Silas had very nearly walked away. He didn’t play games, and he was damned if he’d use any of the filthy toys of violence laid out in the room. Just looking at whips and chains made him sweat, and he’d told the Tory there and then, If you want that, you can get it from someone else. But he’d fucked him all the same, because he was there, and been cursed rough with him too. Well, roughness was what the Tory wanted, and if you had the chance to take a lifetime’s anger out on one of the bastards with his foot on your throat, why wouldn’t you?

It had been good too. Better than he’d expected, in fact, because something had curled in his belly at the way the Tory responded to his hard hands and curt demands. It was pleasing to know you’d left a fellow satisfied, even if you hadn’t particularly cared to. So when Jon had indicated a return bout might be welcome, he’d thought, Why not? A willing man to fuck, and the house was safe, clean, and dry. Might as well. And he’d come back, and…

There had been no whips or chains or other toys of the house laid out. Nothing at all but the mirror, the chair, the bed.

And Silas had remembered the Tory’s fingers skimming the ridged skin of his back where the scars of flogging would never quite fade. He hadn’t asked or commented, but he’d noticed the scars, and maybe even Silas’s twitch at the table of torture implements, and it had all gone away. Consideration, that was what it was, and something inside Silas had shifted, just a little bit, at that moment. That tiny piece of thoughtfulness from a gentleman who wanted to be fucked into the gutter, but who noticed how the man in the gutter felt.

God knew quite how it had grown from there. How they had between them delineated the Tory’s needs, and the things Silas wouldn’t do, and the ways that Silas could know what the Tory wanted without making him say it. Because that was the Tory’s problem: Silas didn’t understand much of this, but he understood right off that it was no good for him to say out loud how he wanted it, if he even could. That would leave him master still, giving the orders, ruling from his knees. Not what the Tory needed; no good to him at all.

So Silas didn’t ask. Instead he’d learned. He’d read the Tory’s body and the pleas in his eyes, puzzled out his wants and needs, and while he was at it, he’d learned to enjoy the games that weren’t games at all. The ways he could make the Tory bend and break. And that had been a pleasure all on its own…but then they’d started talking.

He couldn’t remember which of them had started it, whose chance comment had begun an argument. Had no idea now when the first bottle had been laid out and waiting on his arrival, what day he had said, Have you read…and how long after that before the Tory had handed him a book and said, Tell me what you think. He didn’t know when the fucking had become just one part of the night’s pleasure, the thing they did before talking.

That was Wednesdays. That had been Wednesdays for a full year now, only a handful missed, so that Silas’s life ran from Wednesday to Wednesday, everything between marking time, and the very sound of Thursday was enough to make him snarl at his shop boy for the aching, empty week to come.

They still didn’t know each other’s names.

“If you ain’t read A Vindication of the Rights of Women—” Silas said.

“Rights, rights, rights.” The Tory drained his glass. Silas reached for the bottle. “You talk endlessly of rights, but I never hear you speak of duties or the proper maintenance of social order. Every Jack or Jill cannot be master.”

“Speaks a master,” Silas returned. “You’d feel different in my shoes.”

“In your shoes,” the Tory began, then stopped. “Well, in your shoes, I might feel differently about many things. Do you know what day it is?”

“Wednesday.”

“It’s a year.”

“What’s a year?”

“A year since you and I first…” The Tory waved a hand.

“Is it? A year, eh?” Silas had no idea what to do with that information.

The Tory sat up. “I mention it because…Ah, the devil. I suppose I’ve never told you about Richard.”

“Who’s that?” Lover? Son?

“My friend,” the Tory said. “My closest friend, all my life. Boys together. Lovers since we were fourteen. I thought it would be forever, he and I.”

“Aye? What happened?” Silas asked, since the Tory seemed to want to talk.

“I did. My damned…whatever is wrong with me that I want this.” The Tory swept a hand around the room.

“Oi. Nothing wrong with you.”

“Is there not? I am a gentleman of good family. I should not want men at all, and I should certainly not want men to…abuse me. But I do.”

Silas had no idea what to say to that. It was damned odd, and he’d often thought so. He’d assumed the Tory knew what he was about. “Well, but it does for you, don’t it?”

“It does very well for me, and you don’t need telling so, but why does it do? Why do I like these things?”

“Quot homines tot sententiae,” Silas observed, a little self-consciously, because he was probably saying it wrong.

The Tory’s brows shot up. “Where did you learn Latin?”

“Same school I learned the rest.” From the parson, then from his fellow radicals, then from his books. Self-taught, reading day and night. “It’s right, though, ain’t it? This many men, that many opinions. We all got different ways, and yours is different from most, that’s the long and short of it.” And why was the Tory fretting about this now, when they’d been fucking happily for a year? “Something happen? You all right?”

“Yes. Yes, very well. Just, a conversation earlier this week that made me feel somewhat…A conversation with Richard.”

Back to him again. Silas frowned. “So what about this fellow?”

The Tory tipped his head back and shut his eyes. “He is a very kind and caring man.”

“Ah.”

“Quite.”

“No good to you then.”

“Indeed not. I tried to explain, you see. We were, what, twenty-two? I thought he might understand. He didn’t. He was disgusted. It is…hard, to see disgust on the face of the man you love above all others. He was revolted by what I asked of him, and then…I had to tell him what we had, without that, wasn’t enough for me. That I didn’t love him enough to forget my own filthy wants.”

His voice ached. Silas wanted to hold him, pull him close. “That’s hard.”

“I thought it was right, until I saw his face, heaven help me. And one can’t take that sort of thing back once spoken. My poor Richard.”

“Poor Richard?” Silas repeated. “He couldn’t play a bedroom game or two for your sake, and it’s poor Richard?”

“He’s a principled, decent man, and I gave him the choice between doing something that repelled him or ending what we had. I hurt him so much.”

It sounded the other way around to Silas. He felt an urge to take this prig of a Richard fellow and slam his head into a wall, knock some sense into him. Some prancing fop or stick-up-his-arse country squire, no doubt. Some cowardly prick who couldn’t see a good thing when he had one in his bed. It wasn’t as if Silas had made a habit of playing the bully in the bedroom before. He was a heavy-handed man, granted, not one for lover’s knots and soft words, but the idea of hurting or insulting a bedfellow on purpose had still seemed damned peculiar. He’d learned to do it, and like it, for the Tory.

The Tory, whose voice rang with a pain that scraped Silas’s nerves. He was in his late thirties and still mooning over a boys’ affair fifteen years back?

Bloody idiocy. “Maybe you did, but nature can’t be helped. You got your nature, and if this Richard fellow wasn’t man enough for it”—he rode on over the Tory’s protest—“that’s his loss. There’s no way around it with you. A man needs to be cruel to be kind.”

The Tory spluttered into his wineglass. “Damn you. And you’re right. Not that it was Richard’s failing, but that it had to be done.” He sighed. “It was hard, though. It affected our friendship for a long time. And I couldn’t find what I needed, and it wasn’t safe trying.”

“No.” Silas had heard all about that. He’s going to get himself killed, Jon had said. Can’t get what he wants from whores, so he goes looking in alleys. Silas didn’t want to think about that, about the Tory and the stupid risks he’d run. How easily he could have been lost, broken and bleeding. “So what’s this to do with today?”

The Tory hesitated, then grinned, a sudden boyish smile that made him look much younger. “Well, that it has been a good year. That you understand what even Richard does not, and I appreciate your understanding, my friend.” He moved his glass to chink it against Silas’s. “Thank you.”

“Cheers.” Silas could feel his face redden. He drained his glass to cover his confusion, then plucked the Tory’s away and set them both down. “Well, seems to me, if this is an anniversary, it calls for a celebration.”

“Oh yes?” Those dark eyes hooded, already anticipating. He stretched out, arms above his head, something like a lazy movement, but one that brought muscle and sinew into play.

Silas swung a leg over the Tory’s chest and sat firmly, his bulk as effective a prison as any chains. He leaned forward, grabbed the Tory’s wrists, and pushed down, digging his fingers into the flesh till he was sure he’d leave marks. A little anniversary gift for his Tory to cherish till next week, and if that bloody Richard fellow saw them, so much the better. The Tory moaned in helpless protest, attempting to twist free.

“Celebration, I said,” Silas told him. “And I’m going to celebrate you till you won’t walk straight for days.”


Chapter 2

OCTOBER 1819

“I could wish I’d never found my blasted cousin,” Lord Richard Vane said with force.

Dominic stretched his legs out in front of the fire. It was a Tuesday night. One day before Wednesday.

He was tired; he always was. His position in the Home Office was no sinecure, although it could have been. There were plenty of gentlemen who drew a wage and did very little to earn it. Dominic did not choose to be one of them.

His work was not enjoyable at the moment. Since the unfortunate incident at Manchester, when concerned magistrates had ordered overzealous yeomanry to control a dangerous crowd, accidentally killing a handful of demonstrators, the country had been aflame. The incident, nothing more than a tragic misfortune, had been given the melodramatic nickname of “the Peterloo Massacre” and stirred up into a crisis by journalists and polemicists, with accusations of murder thrown at the lawful government. Seditious pamphlets circulated ever more widely, fanning the flames of radical dissent, attempting to turn popular anger into revolution.

Dominic didn’t intend to let that happen. But it was hard and draining work controlling the waves of popular fury, and he was tired, and he had very limited patience for Richard’s current problem, his newfound relative Harry.

Still, this was Richard, who very rarely sought help, and Dominic had known for some time he had a weight on his heart.

“You have my every sympathy, dear fellow. What’s the problem with Harry?”

Richard made a face. “I don’t wish to be unjust. He scrubbed up very well. He’s acquired a good manner. He’s very likeable.”

“All that granted, feel free to be unjust. What’s the problem?”

Richard sighed. “Oh, curse it. In confidence, he is…not entirely free of his past.”

“I told you,” Dominic said. “I beg your pardon, Richard, but I told you this would happen. What has he done?”

Harry’s father had turned his back on the noble Vane family to elope with a radical agitator. Their son had been brought up in the midst of sedition; when Richard had found him, he was working in a bookshop that peddled radical politics. Richard had claimed that Harry had rejected revolution and sedition in his quest to become a gentleman. Dominic did not believe leopards changed their spots and had a wager with Julius that the boy would disgrace himself by Christmas.

“He’s got a stack of the Peterloo pamphlets in his bedroom,” Richard admitted. “Some of the worst kind.”

“For heaven’s sake. Now is not the time for bleating and sentimentality. Harry ought to be grateful he’s out of the radical cesspit, not throwing himself back in.”

“He is, I’m sure, but Julius is of the opinion that the past is not so easily discarded.”

Julius was the dandy who had taken on the task of reshaping Harry into a gentleman. He was also one of the Ricardians, the little set led by Lord Richard Vane, and perforce one of Dominic’s intimates, if not a friend. Dominic usually disagreed with him as a matter of principle. In this case he merely grunted.

The past left scars. He knew that; he bore enough. One great, gouged wound inflicted when he had plucked up the courage to stutter out the half-formed desires that were growing unbearably strong and seen the look of bewildered revulsion on his lover’s face. The amputation of Richard from his life not long afterward, like severing a limb, because he’d ruined everything between them with his filthy needs. And the years of little wounds after that from the desperate drive to find the physical satisfaction he wanted and, with it, the rising, choking awareness that nothing would ever compensate for the love he’d not been fit to keep…

Until Wednesdays.

One day to go.

He ought to be paying attention. “Is he talking to his radical friends? Writing letters? Visiting that bookshop where you found him?”

“He’s been there at least once, I believe,” Richard admitted. Dominic clicked his tongue. “Indeed, but I feel sure it’s more friendship than political enthusiasm. I don’t think he’ll risk himself. He, uh, has an eye to his own well-being.”

“Good. His well-being would be best served by putting nothing in writing and staying away from revolutionaries. We’re going to be dealing with these people, and harshly.” He yawned. “On which, I must go, Rich. It’s late and I’ve a deal of work tomorrow.” And would be up long into the night, he hoped.

“By all means. I shall see you soon, my dear.”

—

He was up betimes on Wednesday, before his valet arrived, selecting the clothes that the brute liked. Good cloth, good fit, ones that spoke of Dominic’s status in the world. Ones that came off without a valet’s help, because the brute wouldn’t lend a hand. He’d sit with that snarling smile of his and watch Dominic struggle with a tight coat, enjoying his discomfort…

Maybe he would wear a slightly better-fitted coat after all.

He wrote a note to the madam at Millay’s to ensure that the right bottle would be waiting. A Moselle tonight. The brute was learning to appreciate a good wine, even if he’d never say so.

The brute. The rough-spoken, grim-faced man, his thick fingers always chalky with dust, who swived him into oblivion with such savage care.

Dominic shut his eyes, feeling the swell of arousal. Maybe he should indulge it. He’d spend most of the day in a state of building excitement anyway, until it would be as much as he could do to hold back at the first barked order.

He let his hand skim over his hardening length. A light touch. The brute wasn’t light. He’d grip viciously, and it would hurt, and he’d demand submission. Dominic on his knees, whispering shameful things—no, crying them aloud, because the brute demanded it. No half measures. No mercy.

Except that everything he did was a mercy, a pure, agonizing relief to the desires that snarled in Dominic’s gut, like pulling a thorn out of skin.

Cruel to be kind. Damn his eyes. It was true, though, and they both knew it.

Dominic flexed his fingers. They’d hurt tomorrow. Quite a lot of him would. Some Thursdays he could hardly move, and he’d often had clear finger marks on his wrists. His hands were the worst though. They cramped.

The brute insisted on that. Hands on whatever he was ordered to hold, at once imprisonment, obedience, and silent consent. They both knew what it meant, but the brute never spoke of it, never gave the slightest indication, because he understood what Dominic needed. He understood.

Heaven knew how, when his own dearest friend, the love of his life, had not.

I don’t want you to stop, Dominic had said. Even if I should say I do. And Richard had stared at him as he would at some monstrous thing and said, But I love you. How could I hurt you? How could you ask me to?

Dominic had had broken bones that had hurt less. And one forgot the reality of pain once the bones healed. He had a superb memory, and he did not forget words.

He very definitely didn’t feel like pleasuring himself now. Thoughts of that conversation always had a quelling effect. Not that it would last until the evening.

Wednesday. At last.

—

Dominic was working through a pile of reports, mostly notable for their uneducated hands, poor spelling, and obvious spite, when there was a rap on his door.

“Mr. Frey.” It was Thaddeus Skelton. A little older than Dominic and a colleague he respected, although Skelton was of the lower orders. He operated with a ruthlessness that was outside what Dominic, as a gentleman, could stomach—which was why they had different sorts of men here, of course—and got the work done with pleasing efficiency.

“What can I do for you, Mr. Skelton?”

Skelton smiled at the form of address, a little twitch that made his long whiskers ruffle. Not all the men of Dominic’s standing bothered to give him that courtesy. “I wondered if you’d like to come along with me tomorrow.” His smile broadened. “I’ve got a line on Jack Cade.”

“Have you, by heaven?” Dominic sat upright. “Have you indeed. Tell me all.”

Skelton swung in, closing the door behind him. The pamphleteer who wrote sedition under the pseudonym of Jack Cade was a big enough fish that he wouldn’t want him poached by one of their colleagues. “It’s not certain. But I’ve a man in among the radical scum and particularly the Spenceans.”

Dominic snorted. He did not like the Spencean philosophy, a chatter of rights and equalities mouthed by gutter revolutionaries. They intended to steal land from its rightful owners and share it out among what they called “the people.” Dominic did not share their idealistic views of mankind and had a fair idea of what would happen to their utopia of property in common after a couple of years. “Go on.”

“My man has nosed out that the Cade pamphlets are coming from a political bookshop owned by a Spencean type. There’s gossip it houses a hand press. Now, here’s the meat of it, Mr. Frey.” Skelton’s eyes gleamed. “This man, the owner, used to be known as a pamphleteer in his own right, a free-thinking Benthamite, but he’s not produced anything in the last two years—”

“The period Cade has been writing. And we know from his work that Cade holds Spencean beliefs. You think this man is Cade, printing his own works?”

“It would explain why we’ve not found his printer.”

There were plenty of hand presses in London, plenty of angry radicals, plenty of printers who could keep a secret. Still, it was a good lead, and Skelton was no fool, and if they could snap up Cade, that scabrous treason-monger who wrote too well, that would be a solid blow to the seditionists. “Excellent. Yes, I’ll be there with pleasure. I’d like to see you bring Cade in.”

Skelton’s smile showed they understood one another. Many Home Office senior men liked to claim credit for underlings’ triumphs. Dominic’s presence would prevent anyone else taking Skelton’s glory, and he would ensure that the man received full recognition. That modest supportiveness had won him a great deal of loyalty and meant his name was attached to a great number of successes.

“Tomorrow then, Mr. Frey. Bright and early.”

Dominic had a strong suspicion he would not want to rise early, after a Wednesday night with the brute. Still, Jack Cade would be worth it. “Very good. Where’s the place?”

“Ludgate. The shop is called Theobald’s.”

Dominic felt a cold sensation crawling up his neck. “Theobald’s. Theobald’s Bookshop?”

Skelton raised a brow. “Aye, that’s the one. You know it?”

“I recall talk of a blasphemy prosecution, some time back.” He recalled it because he’d looked into the damned place just a few months ago, but his admirable memory was well enough known that Skelton simply nodded.

“That’s the one. The prosecution didn’t come off in the end, but the man’s an atheist without question.”

“Tell me, how sure are you that this shop, or its owner, is linked to Cade? What are our chances of success?”

“Fair, I’d say. George Edwards, my man, is certain there’s something there. The owner’s one Mason, a man of bad association. He was part of the Gordons’ group a decade back, if you recall that precious pair. Flogged for his part in their riot of the year eight, did four months for seditious libel three years later, but we’ve not made anything stick since. A slippery fish, but he’s on the hook now. If he’s not Cade himself, he’ll lead us to him, and if not that, there’ll be something else. I smell it.” Skelton twitched his long nose as illustration and grinned.

“I shan’t argue with your nose,” Dominic agreed. “Excellent. I will be with you tomorrow.”

Skelton went out. Dominic got up, closed the door behind him, leaned against it, and said aloud, “Hell’s teeth.”

Theobald’s Bookshop. The nest of sedition from which Richard had plucked his long-lost cousin Harry Vane just a few months ago.

Harry had worked there for six years, and it would be some tiny place with one or two assistants at most. Of course he would have been involved in whatever sedition was brewed there. And as for “the Gordons’ group”…

Harry Vane’s parents, who had called themselves Alexander and Euphemia Gordon, had been a pair of rabble-rousing demagogues who had fled England to escape retribution for their part in provoking a riot. Now their son was mixing with the cream of London society. Richard had sponsored him to join the best clubs, arranged him a voucher for Almack’s, presented him to the world as cousin and friend, and given the little swine lodging in his own home. If this man Mason—Harry’s old friend, his former employer—wrote treason as Jack Cade and Harry was implicated in his crimes, if it became widely known that both Harry and his father were revolutionary democrats…

This was a disaster in the making, and he wasn’t sure what to do about it.

He couldn’t stand in the way of the law. If this Mason was Jack Cade, he had to be stopped. Cade wrote his bloodthirsty snarling attacks on the state too damned well, with a vicious, hate-filled power that got under the reader’s skin, and appeals for justice and fairness that were fallacious but sufficiently emotional to push at the most rational reader’s beliefs. A very talented man.

Dominic couldn’t prevent the raid for Harry’s sake. Cade was too important.

Dominic made himself think it through. It had been months since Harry had worked in the bookshop, and he had done so as Harry Gordon. Could anyone link that name to the young gentleman Harry Vane?

Yes: Mason could. Mason, who might be Jack Cade. And such a dyed-in-the-wool radical might well feel no fondness for the apprentice who had deserted him to become a gentleman.

Harry—that smiling, likeable young man for whom Richard had pledged his credit—was almost certainly going to find himself in very bad trouble and infect Richard with it too. And there wasn’t a great deal that Dominic could, in conscience, do about it.

—

He still didn’t know what to do by the time the brute arrived at Millay’s.

Dominic stood by the grate, watching the flames. The room was blissfully warm, though it was a chill autumn evening, and cold rolled off the brute as he tramped in. There was silence for a moment as he shed his coat—too damned thin and patched for this weather. Dominic stared into the fire. He could feel the brute’s gaze like a touch as he approached.

“You.”

Dominic looked around. The brute’s shrewd eyes were on him. They were a muddy, mongrel mix of shades, a dirty blue-brown-green sort of blend with no name, and Dominic had an unnerving feeling that they read him too well.

“You look like you’re thinking about something.”

Oh no, no, he didn’t need talking now. He needed to forget it all, so he could deal with it after. He opened his mouth to protest, but the brute put one cold, powerful hand over it, a deliberate insult, and his lips curled into that mastiff grin that made Dominic’s scalp prickle. “Who the fuck said you could think about things that I don’t tell you to?”

And there it was. The rush of humiliated arousal that flooded everything else, washing it all away. Dominic bowed his head, or tried to, as the brute’s fingers tightened on his jaw.

“Do I need to concentrate your mind? Reckon I do.” The brute released him with a shove. “Strip.”

Dominic undressed, hands shaking. Coat, waistcoat; pulling his fine lawn shirt over his head—

“Stop.”

Dominic froze, arms high, cloth over his face, and felt the brute nearer. Felt his heat, his bulk. A rough hand slid over his bared, vulnerable belly and down the front of his breeches, forcing a reaction. He became aware he wasn’t breathing, and inhaled hard.

“Huh.” The brute was an indistinct shape in the dim light through the cloth that muffled Dom’s face. He felt a possessive hand curling over his stand, sliding between his legs. “Very nice. If I wanted a tuppenny upright in a back alley.”

Dominic could feel himself trembling. From the strain of holding his arms up, or from the brute’s caress, his hands so gentle as they ran up Dominic’s sides, over his chest.

They didn’t know each other’s names; they’d never kissed. Still, it felt like a lover’s touch.

A long moment, both of them breathing shallowly. Then the brute took hold of a nipple and pinched, hard, making Dominic gasp. “Well, get on.”

Dominic pulled the shirt the rest of the way off and bent to remove his top boots, bowing at his tormentor’s feet. Pushed down breeches and drawers until he stood naked under the brute’s unsparing gaze.

“Turn.” The brute pushed him against the four-poster bed. “Arms up. Hold the rail.” Dominic curled his fingers around the wood of the top rail so that he was facing the bed, naked, vulnerable.

“Legs apart. Further.” A kick at his ankle. “Further, I said.”

“Please,” Dominic whispered, skin shuddering with awareness. “Please.”

Work-hardened fingers trailed down his spine, the rough skin scraping his. “Please what?”

“Don’t hurt me.” Such a lie, such a damned lie.

A knee between his, shoving his legs still further apart. He felt the stretch in his arms, gripped the rail desperately. “I’m going to hurt you. I’m going to ride you cock-horse till I’m done and make you suck me after. And I’m not going to let you spend.” A hand on his balls, clamping hard. “Not till you’ve begged me, maybe not even then. I’m going to bring you to your knees, Tory, where you belong. And if I catch you fucking thinking, I’m going to do it twice.” His fingers tangled in Dominic’s hair, pulled hard, dragging his head back. “You’re mine to play with, and I’ll use you as I please. Understand?”

“Yes.” The piercing, exquisite shame of it. “Yours.”

“Good.” A rustle of cloth behind him, and Dominic could already feel the strange peace that only this brutal treatment brought, shutting out all the memories and obligations and misery. He closed his eyes and surrendered.

—

“This is good.” The brute lay back on the bed, a glass in each hand. Dominic’s arms still hurt too much to hold anything after what must have been a good half hour hanging off the bed rail. It had been a painful relief to be forced to his knees at last. He lay on his back, staring at the ceiling, emptied. “Just a moment now.” The brute sipped again. “This is what you call a Mozle, right?”

“A Moselle, yes.” Dominic would have wagered his purse the mispronunciation was deliberate. “French this time. Last week’s bottle came from the Rhine. I think I prefer the French vineyards.”

“Do you now.” The brute took another sip, considering. “It’s growing on me, I’ll give you that.”

“Don’t drink it all before I can lift my arms again.”

The brute smiled down at him. “You’ll think of me tomorrow.”

Dominic thought of him every day, but tomorrow would definitely be memorable. He hurt from the scalp, where the brute’s hand had gripped his hair, to the toes, on which he’d had to stand to keep his precarious balance against the savage fucking. His mind flitted from Not going to want to sit down to At least I’ll be out of the office, and then it all came back.

“Huh.” The brute was watching him. “You all right?”

Dominic hauled himself up on his elbows and took the proffered glass. “Yes. It’s just…Ah, the devil. May I ask you something?” The brute grunted. “Well. Suppose I had a duty.” How to phrase this? “Suppose I were a Bow Street Runner, say, investigating a man that I believed guilty of a crime. And suppose I discovered that my investigation would implicate, let’s say, my wife’s brother.”

The brute was giving him a look. Dominic waved his hand. “I am neither married nor a Bow Street Runner. It’s an analogy. My point is…say my wife’s brother worked for this man. Probably wasn’t greatly involved in his crimes, but knew about them. Is living a decent life now. And to investigate a man I believe to be guilty would be to bring him down and enrage my wife. What should I do?”

“If you’re like most Runners, put your hand out for bribes, and buy your wife a pretty dress.”

Dominic shot him a glare. “Let’s say I’m the other kind.”

“The kind who gives justice evenhanded, doesn’t say there’s one law for the rich and one for the poor?”

“I…strive to be that kind. Yes.”

“Then why are you asking me?” The brute indicated Dominic with his glass. “You know bloody well you arrest this man, and your brother-in-law takes the consequences. That’s how it ought to be, same law for all. But it ain’t, is it?”

“It should be.”

“But it ain’t. Because my sort can’t afford to bring a prosecution, and your sort can afford to pay one off. What’s this man done? What’s the crime?”

“Why does it matter?”

The brute shrugged. “Laws aren’t always right.”

Dominic wasn’t having that. “That is seditious talk.”

“Seditious my arse. Or yours, because you know damned well we’d both swing for what we just did. You telling me that law’s right?”

“It’s the law of the land.”

“Oh, well, shall we trot round to Bow Street then? ‘Hello, Mr. Redbreast, this fellow buggered me, and I loved it. String us up’?”

“That’s not the point.”

“It is.” The brute sat up. He wore the formidable scowl that indicated thought. “It’s exactly the point. When the Duke of Cumberland cut his valet’s throat—”

“That is slander!” The wine splashed over Dominic’s fingers. “Don’t repeat that.”

“Oh, come on. Half of London knows he did it. Word is, he fathered a child on his own sister.”

“Well, he didn’t,” Dominic snapped. “Either. That’s a gross libel put about by muckrakers and rabble-rousers.”

“Aye? Well, let’s call it an analogy then and just imagine Cumberland cut his valet’s throat. You think he’d hang for it?”

Dominic sat back. “Perhaps not,” he admitted. “No.”

“So there’s not one law for all, in the first place. And are you going to prosecute me for sodomy? Turn king’s evidence?”

“No.”

“So there are laws you don’t think will be enforced and laws you don’t think should be enforced. Right. Now, say this—what was it?—brother—”

“Wife’s brother.”

“Right. Say what his mate did was rape. Left a few girls bleeding, and your wife’s brother kept it quiet. Are you sitting here asking me what I reckon you should do?”

“No,” Dominic said again.

“What are you doing?”

Dominic sighed. “Hanging him high, and be damned to my wife. I see what you’re saying. But this isn’t the same thing.”

“Why not?”

Dominic wasn’t entirely sure. Because sedition was a serious crime, but it lacked an immediate victim? Because it was one thing to upset a theoretical wife, quite another to bring trouble down on Richard?

He stared into his glass, watching the liquid swirl. “Oh, blast it. I don’t need you to tell me what’s right. I know what’s right. I just don’t want to do it.”

“I’m not going to tell you to do wrong, if that’s what you’re hoping. You can choose that for yourself.”

“You’re a comfort.”

“You don’t come to me for comfort,” the brute pointed out. “Tell you this, though. I never heard how the right thing to do was to betray your friends. Not ever.”

“No.” Dominic tossed back the remainder of his wine, held out the glass for more. “No. I can’t quite reconcile that either.”

“You got to choose your side.” The brute sloshed out the Moselle as if it were gin. “I was saying that to a lad I know just a couple of days ago. He’s another one trying to make a circle square by thinking. Well, sometimes you can’t. You got to stand by your friends or your duty, right? Can’t do both, and you got to choose.”

“That’s it precisely,” Dominic said. “And I don’t want to.”

The brute looked at him. Then he put down his glass on the side table, reached out a powerful arm, and gripped Dominic’s shoulder, pulling him over, and Dominic let himself be pulled until he could rest against the brute’s shoulder, leaning into his strength, and feel his steady heart.

“It ain’t much fun doing what’s right, sometimes.” The brute’s voice was quiet. “I’ve done it and paid for it and been sorry for my choices even when I couldn’t’ve chosen otherwise. Sometimes there’s no way that means you can look yourself in the face afterward. I know this much, Tory: You’re wrongheaded in your politics, but you’re a decent man. Whether you’ll make the right decisions, I don’t know, but I’d back you to try your best, and if your friends can’t see that, they’re fools.”

Dominic had to take a moment before he could reply. His throat felt absurdly tight. “Thank you.” The brute’s arm tightened, and Dominic blurted, “I wish—”

“What?”

“Nothing. Nothing at all.”

I wish you’d tell me your name.

I wish I dared tell you mine.


Chapter 3

Silas looked around the shop with some satisfaction, ignoring George Charkin’s grumbles. It felt like a good day.

They’d put the heavy bookcase over the trapdoor to the cellar, where he kept the handpress. It was a nuisance to do, especially since they’d just have to move it all back in a couple of days when he finished the next Jack Cade pamphlet, but better sure than sorry. Wouldn’t want to risk the law, after all.

The law. That made him think of the Tory last night, torn by his dilemma. Looking for the right thing to do when his body was still marked by Silas’s fingers and teeth and prick, when he’d just been on his knees, begging for permission to spend. There was something Silas planned to do again—keep him on the verge of firing his shot for an hour or more, make him plead and gasp for it. That was what the Tory needed, not the pain or the shame but the surrender. He had to give it all up, and he had to be forced to it.

It was no surprise he was fretting about a duty. Silas would have wagered he was some kind of upstanding citizen in the rest of his life. A minister or a lawyer maybe, a man who put principle before everything and was brought low by a blackguard radical in his private hours.

His precious, peculiar Tory.

“You going to help me with this or what?” George’s skinny arms strained to lift a crate. Silas shook himself out of his reverie and hurried over. Work to do.

He could have sworn that the Tory was going to ask his name, though. Had known he would, with a sense of leaping anticipation for something, he wasn’t sure what, and had been disappointed when the question hadn’t come. He’d already decided he’d give his name if asked. Maybe that was rash, but he wanted to hear the Tory say it. Would it sound vulgar in that educated gentleman’s voice? Would the Tory use it to beg him, Please, Silas, please…?

“Ow!” bellowed George. “You landed that right on my foot! Bloody wake up!”

Silas mumbled an apology of sorts. Wake up indeed. It felt like a very long time till next Wednesday.

An hour or so later, he was going through the ledger when he heard a noise outside. Tramping feet, a familiar stir in the crowd.

“What’s going on?” he asked George, indicating the door.

George went and peered out. “Couple of swells and a squad with ’em. Six men, two redcoats.”

“Where are they going?”

George paused, then said, voice a little strangled, “Looks like…no, but…God’s tits, Silas, they’re coming here.”

“Hell!” Silas shoved himself to his feet as George lurched away from the door, and the men crashed in.

“Oi!” Silas bellowed, coming out from behind the counter as a redcoat shoved George back. “What d’you think you’re doing?” That was ignored. The men jostled their way into the dusty little shop. It was crammed with books and shelving, no room for so many people, especially not ones who intended to cause damage. There was a heavy crash as a shelf was upturned and books cascaded to the floor. “Oi!” A plain-clothed man heaved at another pile of books, and Silas grabbed at his arm, knowing it was foolish, but too angry to care. “You! Get off that.”

“Assault!” the man bellowed, and a fist crashed into Silas’s face from the side. Silas shook his head, swinging to fight, and caught a glimpse of two men at the back watching.

“Stop,” said a voice, cold and clear. Not a gentleman’s, by the tones of it. A jackal of the law. “Silas Mason?”

“Aye.” A redcoat was gripping his sleeve. Silas snarled at him, barely bothering to glance at the speaker. “Get off me. Get your dogs out of my shop.”

“My name is Thaddeus Skelton of the Home Office,” said the speaker. “I am here with my colleague Mr. Frey to investigate reports of the printing and distribution of seditious and treasonous pamphlets from these premises. What have you to say?”

Silas looked up then, looked from Skelton, an evil-faced weasel if ever he saw one, to his companion, and found he had nothing to say at all.

The Tory stood in his shop. He was dressed with quiet severity, his expensive caped greatcoat giving his outline deceptive size and breadth. I’d have known you otherwise, Silas thought. I’d have known you the second you came in. He wore a curly-brimmed hat, held a gold-topped black cane. Looked like a gentleman.

He was a man of the Home Office. He was Dominic Frey, whose name Silas had heard often enough and last on the lips of Harry Vane, as a friend.

This was the duty, Silas thought. You were worrying about raiding my shop in case it implicated my lad Harry, and you went ahead and did it.

You traitorous bastard.

Frey was staring at him, trying to keep his face still, but he couldn’t mask the pure sick horror in his eyes. He looked like he was sweating ice.

Silas cleared his throat. “There’s no sedition here, and no treason, and no printing, come to that. Where’s your warrant?”

“Warrant,” said Skelton scornfully. “Would an innocent man demand to see a warrant?”

“My right,” Silas managed.

“Here.” Skelton tossed a paper onto the desk. “One more chance, Mason. Tell us where the press is, or we’ll just have to find it ourselves.”

“Look all you want.” Pure defiance. If they found the trapdoor, they’d find the press, piles of Jack Cade’s pamphlets, several drafts of his ongoing work on the Peterloo Massacre. He’d be dragged to gaol under the Tory’s blank, dark stare.

The Tory wouldn’t speak for him. He couldn’t expect that.

Skelton sneered. “Carry on, men.”

They did. They crashed and clattered, upturning boxes, grabbing handfuls of paper, turfing books onto the floor with a disrespect that should have made Silas rage. George voiced protest at one point, as a soldier kicked his way into a locked chest, and was grabbed and sent stumbling to the floor with a rip of cloth. At the front of the shop, a windowpane shattered.

Silas stood, and watched, and felt the Tory watch him. Saw the Tory’s caped shoulders rise and fall and felt his own harsh breathing come into line with them, as though their hearts beat in time.

“Nothing, sir,” a man muttered at last.

“Take the papers,” Skelton ordered. His face was rigid with the effort not to show disappointment. “We’ll check them all. You don’t get away so easily, Mason.”

“I’ll want those back,” Silas said, showing defiance by rote.

“Oh, we’ll come back,” Skelton said. “Don’t worry. You’ll see us again.”

The men fanned out, picking up papers, the Tory among them, moving through Silas’s shop as if he had a right. Because he was one of them, one of the persecutors, part of the apparatus of tyranny that kept the people chained. The enemy.

“Let’s go,” the Tory said at last, his first words. He sounded hoarse. He’d sounded hoarse last night, after Silas had fucked his mouth till he choked and gasped. Skelton gave a tight nod, and the lot of them clattered out.

“Damn their eyes,” George said from Silas’s side. His coat hung off him in rags now. “Damn them to hell. Oh Gawd, Silas.”

“They didn’t find anything. There’s naught in those papers. They’ve nothing, no evidence.”

“Aye, but…the shop.”

They looked around at the catastrophe of litter and damage, books splayed open on the floor, some with pages come adrift. Silas swore under his breath and then more loudly. “Well, we’d best clear up then.”

“Swine,” George said. “Bloody swine. Oh, look at this.” He picked something up from where it rested by a shelf. A gold-headed ebony cane. “Swell left his stick. Reckon we can sell it?”

“Don’t be a damned fool. They’d do you for stolen goods straight off,” Silas said. “He probably left it on purpose—” He broke off as that purpose dawned on him.

George blinked at him. “Silas? You all right?”

“Go,” Silas said. “Go on, lad, get home. You’ve done enough today.”

“What?” George looked baffled. Not surprising; Silas did not often give half holidays.

“Go,” he repeated. “Get your coat mended. Here.” He tossed George a shilling. “It’s coming on cold. I’ll tidy up.”

“But you need—”

“Just piss off,” Silas rasped, running out of subterfuge, and his expression made George swallow whatever loyal protest was on his lips. He scurried out, leaving Silas alone with the wreckage of his shop, waiting for a man to come back for his cane.

He was kneeling on the floor, picking up the splinters of the broken chest, when he heard footsteps. The door creaked open, and a shadow blotted out the watery autumn sun.

“Best shut the door,” Silas said, rising. “Got things to say, don’t we?”

“Your assistant?”

“Sent him home.”

The Tory closed the door, careful and quiet. They looked at each other.

Silas was filthy and shirt-sleeved. He was never more than a decent working man at best; now he knew he looked like the refuse of the streets. And here was the Tory—Dominic Frey—in his full magnificence. Rich, well dressed, and so far above Silas he couldn’t even see that far down.

Well, he’d come here, so he could start talking. Silas rested his elbows on the shop counter and waited.

The Tory licked his lips. “What do you intend to do?”

“About what?”

“You have my reputation in your hands.” His voice shook a little. “We both know you could have destroyed me with a word.”

“Aye,” Silas said. “I could have. If I was the kind of man who threw his fellows to the dogs for his own benefit.”

“I tried.” The Tory sounded as though he were suffocating. “I tried to find Harry last night, to warn him. I came here with the express intent of making sure he wasn’t implicated, and—” He choked. “You.”

“Me.”

“You’re a seditionist,” the Tory said. It sounded—not incredulous. More as though he was finally acknowledging something he’d have seen a long time ago if he hadn’t been so careful to look the other way. “A radical. A freethinker.”

“Atheist,” Silas said, and saw Frey flinch. Let him know it; let him have his pretty face rubbed in it. “That’s what I am. An atheist and a democrat, and I say be damned to your God, and your law, and your mad king too. Your whole stinking state.”

Anger warred with fear on the Tory’s face now. “If you speak like that, I will arrest you. I will not conceal treason to save myself.”

“I won’t be muzzled,” Silas snarled. “Not by you, Mr. Frey of the Home Office, nor by anyone. I speak for the people.”

“And write for them,” the Tory said. “Are you Jack Cade?”

“Rot in hell.”

They stared at each other. Breath coming too fast, faces too close, anger and fear roiling between them.

“What would you have me do?” The Tory sounded as though he was continuing a conversation, perhaps one in his own head. “I’m in the Home Office. This is my duty.”

“Aye, duty. You do yours and I do mine. Only, my duty, as I see it, is to tell people there’s a better way than tyranny and unjust law. And yours is to uphold the law when you ain’t too busy breaking it bent over in a whorehouse.” He saw the Tory’s nostrils flare, a little giveaway twitch of anger. It made him want to hit harder, to push the man until he pushed back and see what he was like in a real fight, but there was something he had to do. He cleared his throat. “What about Harry?”

The Tory blinked, just once. “Harry. Yes.” Impressive control. He’d come by that honestly. “I will try to keep him out of this, if I can. He went under a false name here, correct?”

“Harry Gordon. That’s what his parents called him.”

“Well, he’s Alexander Vane’s son, and some people know Alexander Vane, gentleman, became Alexander Gordon, demagogue. Skelton will remember Gordon, I have no doubt, but I don’t know if he’ll make the connection.”

“Will Harry suffer if he does?”

“Maybe. I will try to prevent that. Harry is sponsored by Lord Richard Vane, his cousin and my very good friend. I shan’t—”

“Richard?” Silas said. “The big fellow that took my Harry off to be a gentleman, is that your Richard? It is, ain’t it?”

The last vestiges of blood drained from the Tory’s skin, but when he spoke, his voice was commanding. “Listen well. If you choose to ruin me with what we have done, that is the law, and I will take the consequences. But I’ll cut your throat and mine before I let you use my words against Richard.”

Of course he would be loyal to his own sort, his old lover. The stupid, overgrown, arrogant bastard who’d set his claws in the Tory’s heart and left him so blinded with self-disgust that he’d probably never see clearly again.

Gentlemen. Fucksters, the lot of them.

“If I want you dealt with, I’ll do it myself,” Silas said. “And it won’t be through men who’ve never harmed me direct, any more than through latitats and lawcourts. And I tell you what else.” He could feel the anger rising through his muscles, the delayed shame at having to stand and watch men do as they pleased with his life. “Don’t you whine at me. You could have me gaoled at the crook of a finger on any charge you like and make sure I’ve no chance to talk, and you know it.”

“Is that what you think? That I would do that?” The Tory’s knuckles were white.

“You think I’m a fucking informer!”

The Tory breathed in and out. “I don’t think you’re an informer. But I have seen quite enough men inform on their friends, given inducement. How do you think we came to this shop?”

“Someone squawked, did they?” Silas bared his teeth. “Going to tell me who?”

“No.” The Tory stuck his hands deep into the pockets of his expensive coat—to hide their shaking, Silas would have wagered. “I know you are a seditionist. I don’t know how much of one. I imagine we will be back to find out. And I cannot spare you the consequences of what you have done because of what we have done. I cannot and I will not.”

“You think I was expecting that? You think I expected help? Think I was waiting for you to call your men to order or give me a fair hearing, Tory?” He spat the word. Frey’s face was pale and drawn. “I know you now. I know right well what I can expect of you. So you just go off and do your duty, why don’t you, without worrying your pretty head about me. I don’t inform.” He gave the Tory a savage, mirthless grin. “Some of us have principles.”

—

Dominic made it through the rest of the day like a puppet on a single string. His limbs dragged. His skin felt as though it didn’t fit.

Silas. Silas Mason. The coarse name suited him, Dominic found himself thinking, and pushed the thought aside, but that just left space for the other thoughts, none of them welcome.

He listened to Skelton’s angry complaints of inadequate staffing and unenthusiastic searching, doing his best to nod along.

“They should have torn the place apart,” Skelton concluded. “He’s Cade. I’m sure of it. Have you ever seen a guiltier countenance?”

“Perhaps not, but I didn’t see any evidence either,” Dominic said. “Your belief isn’t enough to make a case.”

“I’ll find the evidence, believe me. Are you well, Mr. Frey? You look…”

Dominic grasped at the excuse. “I fear I may have some ailment, yes.”

“You looked dreadful in the bookshop,” Skelton said. “White as a ghost. Go home, sir.”

Dominic managed a smile. “I will.”

He took a hackney to Richard’s house in Albemarle Street. He’d sent a note to Richard late the previous night to let him know about the raid, so Harry would doubtless be there, or on his way, and probably his lover Julius with him, standing guard like a nervy whippet. They all came to Richard; everybody did. Richard knew what to do. Richard would help. Dominic clung to that.

It didn’t work as he’d hoped.

Julius and Harry arrived a few moments after he did, before he and Richard had had any chance to talk. Harry was white-faced and terrified. Julius’s fine, cold features were set like stone. Richard was simply furious, and Dominic, confronted with the full magnitude of the disgrace looming over them all, couldn’t face it. He doubled over as he sat, head in hands, struggling to breathe.

“For Christ’s sake, Frey!” Julius barked. “Sit up, pull yourself together, and talk to us!” The poised exquisite had been a cavalry officer at Waterloo, something that Dominic occasionally forgot in his impatience with Julius’s finicky ways, and his abrasiveness was more effective than any sympathy. Dominic forced himself upright and made himself recount the raid.

“Did they find anything?” Harry demanded.

“No. Our men made a damned mess of the place looking, but if there is anything illicit going on at the bookshop—don’t tell me—if there is, we didn’t find it.”

Harry collapsed into a seat, with evident relief, and Dominic’s last hope withered away at that unconscious admission. Harry knew something was going on, and was glad it hadn’t been discovered, and that meant it still could be. Would be, because Skelton was on the scent.

Silas was guilty. Dominic hadn’t known how much he had hoped it wouldn’t be true.

“Was this what you wanted to tell me last night?” Harry was asking.

He had gone late to Quex’s, the gentleman’s club and gambling hell where the Ricardians gathered, with a stupid, quixotic urge to warn Harry, and what would that have achieved but to spare a damned seditious criminal? “I shouldn’t have done. I was wrong to try. It was a matter of duty.”

“Your efforts were entirely useless, if that makes you feel better.” Julius had a vicious edge to his voice, and no wonder. He was protecting his lover. That was what lovers did for each other. Protected. Helped. They didn’t turn on one another or leave each other to swing alone.

A warm hand gripped Dominic’s shoulder, a touch he’d know out of a thousand. “Dom?” Richard said. “Is there something else?”

That was not for Harry’s and Julius’s ears. Dominic had one more disaster of the day to reveal first, though.

He took a breath. “Thaddeus Skelton is a protégé of Lord Maltravers.” That got a general subdued groan. Lord Maltravers had loathed the Ricardians for years, for the simple reason that they excluded him, and he did not care to be excluded. His animosity had grown ever since they had admitted his loathed younger brother Ash to their company. If Lord Maltravers had known that the requirement for membership was a taste for men, he would have had an apoplexy. Dominic wished he would.

Ash and Harry had developed a close friendship. Dominic had no doubt that Lord Maltravers would crush Harry underfoot for no better reason than to hurt Ash, and that humiliating the Ricardians by association would sweeten the act for him considerably. More than that, though, Maltravers was notable for his political ambition and deep loathing of reformers. He’d like nothing better than to prosecute Jack Cade, especially if he could disgrace Harry Vane at the same time. Dominic made himself spell it out: “If Skelton finds evidence of Harry’s involvement at Theobald’s, we may assume he will pass it to his patron.”

“If Maltravers learns information discreditable to my cousin,” Richard growled, “he will do well to keep it to himself.”

“Will they raid the shop again?” Harry asked. “Does Skelton intend to arrest Silas, do you think?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know.”

“You seem to be taking this very hard, considering it is merely a matter of duty,” Julius observed, and that word stabbed Dominic through the lungs so that he couldn’t breathe, could barely see.

“Go to hell,” he choked out. “Oh God, Rich, help me.”

Then Richard was holding his hand in his own, sending the other two away, dropping to his knees by Dominic’s chair as the door closed. “Dominic, dear one, what is it? What the devil has happened?”

“Oh, Richard, Richard.” He swallowed hard. “You know…Wednesdays.”

Richard knew his needs, despised them, and was well aware that Dominic had them met at Millay’s. “Yes.”

“And that it has been the same man, for the last year and more.”

“And?”

“I didn’t know his name,” Dominic said urgently. “You have to understand, Rich. I didn’t know his name. He didn’t know mine.”

“Very well, but why does this matter? What is his name?”

Dominic stared over Richard’s shoulder. “Silas Mason.”

There was a short silence.

“I pray that this is a jest in poor taste,” Richard said at last.

“No.”

“Harry’s accursed seditionist has been abusing you on a weekly basis, and…” Dominic could see understanding dawn. “And you found out today.”

“When I raided the bookshop.”

Richard released his hand in order to put both of his own over his face. “Sweet merciful heaven,” he said, his voice muffled. “Dominic.”

“I know.”

“Dominic. How—what—ah!” Richard pushed himself to his full, imposing height with a sound of explosive frustration. “At what point will you stop trying to have yourself killed? Will this not end until you are swinging by the neck, or dead in the streets? What the devil did you think you were playing at? And now you are like to arrest him, and, what, he’s threatening you? Demanding your protection? Or does he merely intend revenge?”

“None of those,” Dominic said. “He could have ruined me with a word, and he did not. He says he won’t inform against me.”

Richard exhaled. “You believe him?”

“I do, yes.”

“Why?”

“I…think he’s honest. I know he’s honest.”

“If he were honest, you would scarcely be arresting him,” Richard pointed out. “Think, for heaven’s sake. The man is a criminal. Can he be disposed of?” Dominic looked up with a pulse of horror. Richard waved an irritable hand. “I meant, can we put him on a ship to America? Pay him off, get him out of the country?”

Could they? The idea brought a tiny flare of hope. “I don’t know if he’d agree. He isn’t very, uh, amenable, but perhaps. Harry might have a better idea of that.” Because of course Harry knew Silas. Harry was intimate with Dominic’s brutal, tender lover in ways he couldn’t dream. Harry shared trust with him, friendship, years of comfortable association.

Dominic found himself disliking Harry intensely.

“It could be done without his agreement,” Richard said. “Just get the fellow on a ship; it could be arranged. I don’t greatly like the idea, but I prefer it to your disgrace, and Harry’s.”

“I’m not seeing him press-ganged for Harry’s convenience,” Dominic snapped.

“The man holds your life in his hands, Dom. I am not disposed to trust him with it.”

“That’s the problem. He’s had my life in his hands for a year or more, and I trusted him utterly. I think I still do.”

“You cannot mean that. I’ve seen the bruises he’s left on you. I’d be glad to see him flogged.”

“I want the bruises!” Dominic hadn’t intended to shout, but the words rang around the room. “That’s the point; that’s what I need—oh, damn it, Rich, can you not try to understand?”

“No, I cannot!” Richard slammed a hand on the tabletop, then drew a breath and spoke more quietly. “I truly can’t. I cannot understand why you threw away everything between us to indulge this urge for degradation. I would have cherished you, Dom. I wanted to. I don’t understand why you would not let me.”

Please, please, not this, not now. “I wish I had wanted you to,” Dominic said, calming his voice. “More than you can know. But I don’t. I can’t. It’s not my nature.”

“Your nature.” Richard let out a hissing sigh. “Which has brought you to this pass. I don’t know what to say. What do you want from me?”

Friendship. Comfort. Forgiveness.

“I don’t know what I should do,” Dominic said. “I feel that I should excuse myself from the business and let the law take its course—”

“You should indeed do that. But what if the man does lay information against you?”

“Take the consequences, I suppose.”

“Except that the consequences may be further reaching. If you are prosecuted for abominable acts—”

“Suspicion may attach to my friends,” Dominic supplied. The Ricardians: Ash and Francis, inseparable to the point of indiscretion. Harry and Julius, who had had a flagrant lovers’ quarrel in public not much more than a fortnight ago. Absalom Lockwood, the Whig lawyer with too many enemies and a tendency to make sheep’s eyes at pretty young men. Richard.

Their little private group offered not just a space in which they could be honest, but also mutual protection. Richard’s wealth, Julius’s exquisite dress, Dominic’s respectability, Ash’s noble birth: as a set they were unassailable. But if Dominic brought disgrace and scandal into their midst and people began to look closely…

If one fell, they all might fall.

“Indeed,” Richard said. “You cannot let your indiscretions affect the others.”

“No.” Dominic’s voice sounded stifled in his own ears. “I don’t intend to allow that.”

“So this man must be removed or placated. Will you shield him from justice if he proves to deserve punishment?”

“I have not sunk quite that low. I will not, and I told him that.”

“Then we must get him out of the way before that becomes an issue. Be reasonable, Dominic. Leave it to me; I’ll have it done.”

He doubtless could. He would give the order to his quiet, watchful valet, and Silas would be spirited out of the country. It would solve the problem, but the idea grated.

“Let us not rush to action yet,” Dominic said. “Mason doesn’t want Harry hurt, I am sure of that. Skelton may not find further evidence. You know I won’t let the others suffer, Rich. Just leave it to me for now.”

“If you say so.” Richard looked deeply troubled. “You will ask me for whatever you need?”

What he needed. Dominic wanted to laugh, but it hurt too much. “Yes, Richard. I will.”


Chapter 4

The whole week hurt.

It had started hurting when Silas threw the bastard Tory out of his shop. Not his Tory, never that again. Just Dominic Frey, another damned bully of the upper classes. A tool of the Home Office. A hypocrite and a liar. He wasn’t losing anything that mattered more ,than a hole to fuck.

But still it hurt, with a stupid feeling of disappointment or something worse, and it didn’t help when Harry Vane turned up with his la-di-da new clothes on his back and concern in his eyes. He stripped off his fine coat and helped Silas put the shop to rights—a decent lad, Harry, for all the gentleman’s airs he put on these days—and for a few moments, Silas began to feel like he could breathe again.

Except of course Harry had to ask.

“Dominic Frey told me the place had been wrecked.” He spoke cautiously. “I told you he was a friend, and you said you knew his name.”

He’d known the name and known the man. Just not put one to the other. “I know who he is now,” Silas snarled. “He stood there while those bastards wrecked my shop and watched—” He couldn’t finish, the betrayal choking him all over again.

“He did try to warn me,” Harry said. It sounded almost like an apology. “He couldn’t find me, but he tried. Silas, what is it that you do on Wednesday evenings? Because the thing is, Dominic—”

Silas didn’t even think, flaring up in instant, stupid defensiveness. “I was you, I’d shut my mouth now, and keep it shut.”

Harry did shut his mouth, because he wasn’t a fool, but Silas could see the questions in his eyes. What the devil was Dominic doing with you? What were you doing to him?

Because if Frey was Harry’s friend, Harry would have seen the bruises that Silas had left.

He’d enjoyed doing that. Marking the Tory, stamping him his. Making sure any trespassing society gentleman would know Silas had been there first.

But that had been anonymous. Now Harry knew, and Silas didn’t want him to, little though he probably cared. Silas didn’t want Harry to look at Frey and see something weak, something wrong. The bastard could take the consequences of his dirty work and his betrayal, but his bedroom habits should have been naught to anyone else, and Silas felt an urge to tell Harry, You don’t understand.

No way to explain it, and none of Harry’s business anyway. Frey could look after himself. He wouldn’t think twice about Silas, that was for certain.

That should have been all he needed. But still it hurt, and it carried on hurting all through the week, with a growing sense of ache as Wednesday approached. He used the misery, drove through it, so that the tedious chore of dismantling the press and emptying the printing cellar in the dead of night became an offering to his anger, every armful of metal or paper carried in resentment against Dominic Frey, who had brought this to him.

He could barely sleep on Tuesday night. Lying wakeful in his hard, narrow bed in the attic over the shop, monotonous thoughts circling around his head.

I can’t go. He won’t be there. If I turn up, and he’s not there, and they look at me with pity—no. He’ll turn up and I won’t be there. Better. He can take the pity. He can bloody miss me.

He won’t turn up. Of course he won’t. So I shan’t. That’s over.

But if he did…

Every thought led him to the inevitable: no more Tory, no more Wednesdays. But he couldn’t stem his vengeful imaginings: the Tory waiting there, alone, realizing that Silas wasn’t coming, with an open bottle undrunk by the bed. And every time that thought led to the sneaking thought, Maybe I should go. Just to give him a piece of my mind.

He cursed himself. Brought himself off, twice, in the small hours, for lack of anything better to do, first trying not to think of the Tory—Dominic Frey, get it right—then giving up that effort and going in hard. Remembering the times he’d pushed it so far that he’d been sure Frey would let go his grip and really plead for mercy. Imagining he had. Imagining that Silas hadn’t given it.

He embarked on Wednesday sleepless and miserable, with an aching hole in his chest where anticipation used to be, and snarled at George until the ratty youth turned away, muttering about getting some air. He opened the shop door, peered out, and jerked upright. The alarm in his posture had Silas on alert even before George whispered the words.

“Oh Gawd. Silas. They’re back.”

The soldiers came in rougher this time, and there were more of them. Redcoats, Home Office men in faded black. Skelton with his drooping whiskers and fierce, cold eyes. And Dominic Frey, face set, watching.

Silas planted his hands on the counter top. “Right, you swine. I want to see your warrant. I want to know by what right you bring your Jack-in-office petty tyranny to my shop. I want your grounds.”

“Find the press,” Skelton said to the soldiers, who fanned out, shoving past George. Silas grabbed his arm to draw him away, pulling him behind the counter.

“Oi. I said—”

Skelton came up to him. Walked around the counter, facing Silas directly, with Frey following. Silas kept his eyes on Skelton’s face. He didn’t want to look at Frey, didn’t want to see if his impression of dark-ringed eyes was correct, in case it wasn’t. Didn’t want to know if the bastard had been sleeping well.

“Harry Vane,” Skelton said, and Silas stopped thinking about himself. Frey’s head came up, a startled twitch.

“Who?” Silas asked.

“Henry Alexander Vane, who called himself Harry Gordon when he worked for you in this shop. The son of Alexander and Euphemia Gordon, the revolutionaries. Now going under the name of Harry Vane. A gentleman.” The word held a sneer.

Silas set his jaw. “Lad named Harry Gordon worked for me for a while. Now he don’t. That’s all I know.”

“Is it really,” Skelton said.

There was a crash as a bookcase went over. “Oi!” Silas bellowed, not holding back the volume for the man right in front of him, and relished Skelton’s involuntary flinch. “You sodding respect my stock, you cow-handed lackeys!”

“Mind your manners,” Skelton spat.

“You ain’t,” Silas retorted. “What is this farradiddle about Harry Gordon? What do I know or care? Boy stacked books for me—”

“For six years,” Skelton put in. “He was your friend.”

“Friend?” Silas loaded the word with scorn. “Shop boy. This look like a friend to you?” He grabbed George’s arm. The lad was trembling. “Doesn’t know a bloody thing. Turns up late as often as not, moves my boxes, eats my profits, and if he keeps out of the Spotted Cat on my time, it’s as much as he does. Like I’m going to tell this wastrel my business? He knows naught about anything, and him and Harry Gordon were peas in a pod. And that had better do you, ’cause it’s all I got for you.”

“Oh, I don’t think so,” Skelton said. “I don’t think so at all. You were a known associate of the Gordons when they fled England in the year eight. You took in their son when he slunk back to this country like a whipped dog—”

Frey cleared his throat. Skelton stopped.

“You must pursue your questioning as you see fit,” Frey said, voice reasonable. “But Harry Vane is cousin to the Marquess of Cirencester.” He didn’t say, Mind your tongue, still less, Leave this subject. Just the statement of fact.

Cold-blooded, treacherous fuckster.

“Very true, Mr. Frey,” Skelton said. “But if Lord Cirencester is nurturing a serpent in his bosom?”

Frey inclined his head graciously. Skelton turned back to Silas. “You know what happened with Harry Gordon.”

“No, I don’t,” Silas said. “Some great Gogmagog in a fancy coat came in my shop, called himself a lordship, took the lad off. I don’t know why.” Lord Richard Vane, that was. The Tory’s lost love. He could feel Frey’s tension.

“Then I shall enlighten you. Alexander Vane was disinherited by his father when he married a radical strumpet—”

“Oi,” Silas said. “Listen, friend, you can talk to me. You can order your clodhoppers to make a mess of my shop. But you’ll keep a civil tongue in your head when it comes to a woman whose boots you weren’t fit to button, or I’ll leave you shitting your own teeth, you dirty-mouthed arse rag.”

Skelton’s face darkened. He drew in a breath—to shout for his men, Silas would have wagered—but Frey said calmly, “Alexander Vane was disinherited, yes. Go on, Mr. Skelton. I should like to understand your line of questioning.”

“Disinherited,” Skelton said. “Harry Vane was left alone, with no prospects. A radical like his parents. Like you.”

“I’m a radical and proud to own it,” Silas said. “Harry? Ha. I never saw him take an interest in aught but drink and wenches. No backbone, that’s his trouble.”

“I say Harry Vane is a radical—”

“And I say he ain’t, and if he should be, what the devil has it to do with me or you?” Silas demanded. “An Englishman still had the right to the thoughts in his head when last I looked!”

“Lord Gideon Vane sought out his lost grandson Harry when his other son and grandson had both died. Do you know how they died?”

“How the bloody hell should I?”

“A house fire last autumn,” Skelton said. “Their deaths removed the obstacles standing between your radical shop boy and his grandfather’s immense wealth.”

“Lucky for Harry,” Silas said without sympathy.

“Lucky?” Skelton asked. “Or convenient?”

The Tory opened his mouth, snapped it shut again. Silas inhaled, feeling his chest swell. “You got something to say, you come out and say it.”

“Say what?” Skelton asked. “Say that those deaths left Lord Gideon Vane with just one living male descendant? Say that you knew Harry Gordon’s birth put him in line for a fortune? Say that an old man’s wealth would come in very handy when all you have is this.” He looked around the shabby shop with an expression of distaste. “And say that only a lighted candle was needed—”

“Bollocks,” Silas said with force. “Bull’s bollocks. Slander, spite, and shit. If you’ve got nothing better to say, piss off out of my shop, and take your lapdogs with you.” He jerked his chin at the Tory, just as there was a huge scrape-groan of wood, and a heavy bit of shelving moved behind him.

“Sir!” someone shouted. “We’ve found a trapdoor!”

“Ha!” ejaculated Skelton. “Now we shall see.”

“See all you like,” Silas told Skelton’s back as he strode away. “I’ve naught to hide.”

“Naught to hide,” George echoed, voice quavering a little.

Frey hadn’t moved. He stood, staring at Silas, and Silas couldn’t but look back.

Frey looked bad. Those familiar lines of tension around his eyes that Silas had liked to see relax after— And there were dark rings under them. Silas was glad to see the sod hadn’t slept, bloody annoyed to think his own face would betray him as much. Frey was shaved clean, which was a lot more than Silas could say, his own chin with four days’ pepper-and-salt bristles. He’d always shaved for the Tory, every Wednesday morning. Well, no more. Frey would have to face him as he was.

Slamming. Creaking. Footsteps on the stairs.

Frey’s dark eyes were fixed on him. “You don’t seem worried about them finding anything, Mason.”

“I said I’ve naught to hide.” His voice was a rasp. “And when I said to piss off out of my shop, I meant you too.”

“Silas,” George whimpered. “Don’t.”

Don’t argue. Don’t speak up. Don’t provoke the important, rich man with your livelihood in his hands and your freedom at his whim. Bugger that.

“I’m no murderer.” He pitched it loud, to the men he could hear coming up again from the cellar. “I’m no murderer, Harry’s no radical, my cellar is no more than a hole in the ground, and you pox-addled whores’ get are wasting my time. You prove your case or get out.”

“Mason!” Skelton came back to the counter, his face tight with repressed feeling. Disappointment, Silas would wager, and anger too. “There are ink stains on the walls of your cellar! Paper dust in the air!”

“That a crime now?”

“Where is your press?” bellowed Skelton, right in his face, spittle flying. “Where do you print your seditious libels?”

“Where’s your mother, you whining hound? Piss off.”

Skelton raised a fist. Frey, behind him, caught it in his own hand, with an audible slap. Skelton looked around furiously; Frey gave a shake of his head. “When we have proof, Mr. Skelton. Until then, this is, in law, an innocent tradesman.”

“Until then,” Skelton echoed. He brought his hand down, not quite wrenching it from the Tory’s grip. “I tell you this, Mason: We will find proof. We know your past. You’re a felon. A habitual gaolbird. A revolutionary. I know you set the Vane fire. You will hang.” He lifted a finger. “Unless you turn king’s evidence. That’s your only chance, and it won’t last long. If you admit the truth, it will go easier on you.”

“King’s evidence, eh?” Silas said. “And there’s me thinking the king you serve is too mad to know what day of the week it is.”

“It’s Wednesday,” Frey said over Skelton’s splutter. Voice strong and clear, eyes on Silas. “It is Wednesday, and I for one have appointments. This is not a fruitful use of my time or yours, Mr. Skelton. I suggest we leave.”

Skelton’s mouth was drawn tight as a cat’s arse against that, but Frey was clearly the senior. He gave a tight nod. “We will be back, Mason. We know about you. Think on it.”

—

Dominic walked up the anonymous side street to Millay’s feeling as though he might be sick.

This was a mistake, a terrible, stupid one. At best, Silas would not be there. Why would he come, after all?

For revenge, perhaps. He’d have every reason. The soldiers had smashed though the shop, and even disregarding that it was the man’s livelihood, Dominic knew how the brute loved books, with a passion that left him silent and incapable of more than turning a precious volume in his hands with reverent care. He wouldn’t be any happier about that careless damage than about the prospect of being gaoled for seditious libel.

Dominic took the little alleyway, nodded to the gatekeeper. The discreet, anonymous door swung open as soon as he raised his fist to knock.

“Welcome, sir.” Mistress Zoë approached in a rustle of skirts as he entered. Millay’s had three madams, of whom he much preferred Zoë, a handsome black woman. She was never bawdy, never jested, never gave a hint of the purpose of the house or his visit. Her grave professional deportment reminded him irresistibly of Shakespeare, the majordomo at Quex’s.

Now he thought of it, the majordomo and Zoë had very similar skin, an unusually deep, near-ebony tone. “Do you know Shakespeare?” he found himself asking.

She shot him a glance. “To be or not to be, sir?”

“No, I mean—” He had no idea what the man’s first name was, but how many black men of that surname could there be in London? “Shakespeare. A man who works at Quex’s hell.”

“Oh, I beg your pardon, sir.” Just a hint of a smile there. “He’s my brother.”

Dominic blinked. “You’re Mistress Shakespeare?”

“Miss, until I married. Our mother was owned by a literary gentleman,” she added, without inflection.

Owned. Was this handsome, serious woman a slave? The trade in human lives had been outlawed more than ten years earlier, but the state of slavery was still legal. That was not Dominic’s idea of good law. “If I may ask, mistress, are you emancipated?”

She gave him a curious look. “Why, sir?”

“Slavery does not exist under English common law.” Her brows shot up in understandable disbelief. Dominic hastened to explain. “That was handed down by Lord Mansfield, the Lord Chief Justice, fifty years ago. It is a legal absurdity that anyone on British soil should be counted a slave. If you wish to seek freedom, and you need help…?”

Her smile touched her eyes for a moment. “Thank you, sir, but I was born free. Slaves cannot breathe in England.”

“If their lungs receive our air, that moment they are free. They touch our country and their shackles fall,” Dominic completed. He loved the Cowper poem and had had a blistering argument over it with the brute. I’ll listen to your sentimental slop when slavery’s against the law and Englishmen not profiting from it. “I’m glad to know it, mistress.”

“Thank you, sir,” she said again and led the way up the stairs. Dominic followed, wishing she’d keep talking. He needed some sort of human connection, urgently.

He’d said he was going to meet Silas, and Richard’s face…

He didn’t think he could explain to anyone. Not to Richard, not even to himself. The only person who might understand why he was going to meet Silas now was Silas, assuming the brute didn’t want to kill him.

“Is he there?” Dominic asked.

“In the room? Not yet, sir.”

“I don’t think—I didn’t order wine.” He hadn’t been able to decide what it would mean if he did or didn’t, if it would be contemptible to do so or contemptuous not to. In the end he hadn’t done it and now, panicking, wished he had.

“No, sir,” Zoë said. “I took the liberty of bringing up a bottle of claret from the cellar, in case it was wanted. Shall I remove it?”

“No. No, leave it. Thank you. You do an excellent job here; you always have.” Was he looking for sympathy from a brothel keeper now? “Thank you.”

“Your servant, sir,” she murmured, and opened the door.

As always in cold weather, a blazing fire waited, along with a bottle of wine and two glasses on the table. He had no idea what would happen now. His hands were shaking a little and not with pleasant anticipation.

It seemed a very long time until the door opened and the brute—Silas—walked in.

He hadn’t shaved. That was the first thing Dominic saw, and his heart sank further. He’d a jaw you could break rocks on as it was, aggressively set, and now it was covered with several days’ scruffy beard that made him appear the ruffian he was.

Silas shut the door. He looked Dominic up and down, nodded to himself, took three paces toward him, and punched him in the eye.

The pain flared white through his senses, blotting out everything else. He doubled over, clutching his face, aware at some level there would be another blow coming but utterly incapacitated by the intense, throbbing agony. All he could do was brace himself, but the second punch didn’t come.

He straightened, still holding his face. Silas stood, stance aggressive, but he looked a little shocked.

“I suppose you had to do that,” Dominic managed.

“Aye, I did. My fucking shop torn apart, I accused of arson and murder, Harry being set up for God knows what, and you stand and watch!”

“Did you want me to intervene?” Dominic took his hand away from his face, cautiously. “That hurt.”

“Good. And go bugger yourself.”

“You’re Jack Cade.” Silas’s face darkened. Dominic lifted a hand. “I’m not trying to trick you into an admission. I could hardly use one, under the circumstances. But I know. You’re Jack Cade, and you’re spreading sedition, and it is my duty to prevent that.”

Silas folded his arms. “All right, then, say it’s so. Why don’t you arrest me?”

“Good question.” Dominic went to pour two glasses of wine, splashing some on the table. He didn’t try to conceal the tremor of his hand. “Here.”

“Christ’s sake.” Silas didn’t take the glass. “You think this is a social call?”

Dominic put the glasses back down hard. “Listen, curse you. We have each other’s lives in our hands. You could see me hanged as easily as I could you, and we’ve both earned it, come to that. Harry has not, and I’m damned if I’ll allow this nonsense about the fire to be used against him or you, but I can’t and I won’t protect you against the consequences of what you have done.”

“Never asked you to.”

“As I never asked you to hide my crimes. And yet, so far, you have.”

“So?” Silas shifted a little. “I told you, I don’t bow to unjust law.”

“You don’t take thanks well, do you?”

“I don’t want your thanks.” A snarl of pure pain. “I don’t want your thanks or your protection or your wine or any other damn thing of yours, you sodding, fucking, bastard Tory.” Silas’s chest was heaving, and there was ferocious misery in his dark-ringed mongrel eyes. “What the hell d’you call me here for? You want me to fuck you, is that it? It’ll make you that bit harder when you go to your knees now you know I’m a seditionist?”

“I think I always knew your views. It’s not as though you hid them. I didn’t ask your name because I didn’t want to find out.”

Silas snorted. “At least you’re honest there.”

“I shan’t arrest you,” Dominic went on. “I won’t share any knowledge I have—”

“Am I supposed to thank you?”

“Oh, go to the devil, you obstreperous swine. You’re Jack Cade, whom I have wanted to hunt down for a year and more, and I have found you in my bed, damn it, and you expect what of me? That I pretend it makes no difference? Protect you from the course of the law?”

“I expect you to do your job just as I do mine,” Silas said. “Unless you’re offering me a bargain, of course. Silence for silence, is that it?”

“No, and you know damned well I’m not. Stop being so awkward.”

“Very sorry, your lordship.”

“Are you trying to enrage me?” Dominic breathed deeply, calming himself. “Listen to me. To me, not to what you seem to think I’m going to say. For the sake of—Wednesdays—I don’t propose to use what I know of you or to play a part in your well-deserved punishment. I am well aware that’s hypocrisy and dereliction of duty and anything else you care to call it. And, heaven help me, if you will take a way out, I will give you one.”

“A what?”

“America.” Dominic attempted a smile. It didn’t feel convincing at all, and his eye hurt like the very devil. “Or elsewhere if you prefer. I’ll pay the passage.”

“You’re offering to get me out of the country?”

So far had he sunk. “You’re in trouble. Skelton is determined and he’s on your scent. I can’t, won’t prevent him doing his job if you remain in the country. But I can reconcile it with my conscience to remove you, if it means you take your sedition elsewhere.” Somewhere he wouldn’t make trouble, somewhere he wouldn’t be flogged for it. Dominic could feel the memory of ridged skin on his fingertips, the scars that still marked Silas, and he had to be forty at least. Strong, obstinate as hell, but not young, and sooner or later men lost their resilience. The thought of his brute taking the punishment he deserved churned in Dominic’s stomach. “What do you say?”

“I say, sod you. Born in London, die in London. You’re not getting me to foreign parts.”

“Don’t be so parochial. America’s a republic. A democracy, even. You’d feel quite at home.”

“I’m at home now, and I’m not running from my own bloody city with your jackals at my heels, just to ease your path. Go to hell.” Silas’s face was dark with anger. “You want me to piss off to America of all the places, leave my work here, just to get out of your way? Don’t want the inconvenience?”

“You’ll be damned well inconvenienced when Skelton arrests you!”

“And until then I’m a free man. I make my own choice, for myself. I. Not lords, not Home Office, not gentlemen, and not whatever you are.”

“What?” Dominic’s fist clenched. “What did you say to me?”

“You call yourself a gentleman,” Silas said, very deliberately. “Breaking the law here, bending it there, making damn sure other people obey it, but it’s not for you and your sort, is it, Mr. Frey? You act as you will. It’s other people who have to face the laws and the gaols and the gallows. Other people who belong on their knees. And there’s a thing.” His face was set, brutal, cruel in a way Dominic had never seen. “If I said, You come here right now, get on your knees, and suck my prick, you’d do it. If I pushed you to your knees and used your mouth right now, you wouldn’t fight it, would you, Dominic?”

“Be damned to you.”

“We both know what you want of me. Here to fuck you when you want it and be got out of the country when it’s convenient for the gentry.”

“That’s not what I—”

“Shut your mouth,” Silas snarled. “I’m talking. And I asked you a question, Mr. Frey, standing here in this fucking molly house with me. If I told you—”

“Stop it!” Dominic wanted to hit him or to block his own ears against this hellish distortion. Or perhaps what they’d had had been the distortion, and this was the truth after all. “Stop,” he repeated, and felt the word’s awful familiarity in this room. A humiliation without anything good in it at all.

Silas laughed without amusement. “Stop,” he mimicked cruelly. “There’s my answer. Well, then.” One deep breath. “Lucky for you I don’t want it.”

“What?”

“Just fuck off.” Silas spat the words. “Fuck off back to the Home Office and do your job. Gaol the reformers and anyone who speaks against your mad king and your fat, greedy slug of a Regent. Protect your friends. Dance at balls. What do I know what gentlemen do? But I’m not your lackey; I’m not your whore. I won’t take your charity, and I won’t vanish for your convenience. I got my own life, just like you got yours, and mine’s no less to me than yours to you, so piss off and leave me alone.”


Chapter 5

The banging on the shop door came at an unseasonable hour of Saturday morning.

Silas rolled out of bed, snarling. He was dizzy to the point of nausea from nights of sleepless fury, and days of exhausting himself physically in the hope of better nights. The constant, angry, miserable roil in mind and heart.

The knocking suggested urgency rather than soldiery. He blinked his crusted eyes clear and hurried downstairs.

When he unbolted the door, it was to see George Charkin’s mother, Martha, with nine-year-old Amy by her side. Amy looked white, her eyes huge. Martha’s face was crumpled and streaked with tears.

“Mr. Mason,” she said, voice shaking. “Oh, Mr. Mason. It’s George.”

They brought his body to the bookshop. Martha Charkin, a seamstress who worked every waking hour until her eyes failed and fingers bled, lived with her children in a single room. She had no space to lay out her dead son.

The corpse was a pallid, bloody sight. It was stiff with rigor, sodden with rain, icy with the night’s exposure. Someone had shut his eyes, at least.

George’s raggedy shirt was stained with blood, and so was the gentleman’s coat he wore, which was a shade of horribly familiar pink. Except that Harry had called it puce.

“That coat,” Martha Charkin whispered. “Where’d it come from? My George was no thief!”

“No one says he was.”

“They will. That coat! Where’d he get it? He wouldn’t rob a gentleman, not for a coat. He would not.”

Only a mother could believe that George had turned apache, idle layabout that he had been. “He didn’t rob anyone. Don’t you worry, he came by it fair. I know who gave him the coat.”

“But—” Her eyes darted around the empty room, and when she next spoke, it was barely audible. “He had a purse too.”

George, to Silas’s certain knowledge, had not had a shilling to his name. What little Silas could pay him went straight to his mother, or to the Spotted Cat inn and his vain hopes of the barmaid. “What purse?”

Martha pulled out a pouch from under her shawl. It was heavy, not too far off half a pound, and it clinked, and when Silas opened the drawstring, he saw the glint of gold.

“What the—”

Harry Vane, of course. It had to be. Harry had given George his coat, that ugly pink thing; if George also held a purse of more money than he’d ever have seen in his life, that must have been Harry too. With Skelton’s threats hanging over him, the accusation that he’d had radicals kill his own kin, he’d handed George a fortune.

The bloody fool.

“What am I going to do?” Martha demanded. “Twenty guineas! If the Runners come after us…” The grief in her face was mixed with fear. Silas couldn’t blame her. For a woman in her position, simply holding that much money would feel like guilt.

“Who found him?” he asked.

It was watchmen, it seemed. They had stumbled across the body in the dark ways of Leicester Square. George’s father had been watch, before the drink carried him off. The men had known George, and that recognition had meant they’d showed him a little respect, or at least that they’d refrained from stripping the corpse of valuables.

Thank God. A stabbed youth, a radical, far too much money on him, wearing Harry Vane’s coat. If that man Skelton heard about this, what conclusions might he draw?

Silas had to warn Harry. Before Skelton or any other law found out about this, before the noose tightened around the lad’s neck.

It wouldn’t be hard to find Lord Richard Vane’s direction. But Silas couldn’t go to find Harry there, even assuming the staff would permit a gutter-blood like himself to commune with a gentleman. That would just make everything worse. Harry had to be kept away from the bookshop, away from radical politics, away from the snares that would entrap Silas and George—

Not George. George was dead. Silas stared down at the scrawny, underfed body and felt his chest constrict.

Nothing to be done for the lad now except make sure his mother didn’t suffer. No accusations staining her dead son, no suspicions of theft falling on her. He had to keep Martha clear and Harry too.

He needed help and reluctantly, inevitably, he knew where it had to come from.

“Watch him,” he told Martha. “Don’t open the door. Get the coat off him if you can, when the stiffness goes. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

—

He had no idea where Dominic Frey lived, but he knew who might, and in little more than an hour, huddled against the spattering, cold autumn rain, he was knocking at the door of some very neat lodgings on Gerrard Street.

He didn’t expect much of a welcome. The men he’d come to visit would have been up until four, no doubt, and it was not yet nine. But he banged at the door anyway until it opened, to reveal a bleary-eyed Jonathan Shakespeare, who greeted him with, “Mason? You slab-sided lump.”

“Let me in, Jon. There’s trouble.”

Jon’s skin was dark enough that it didn’t show circles under his eyes, which was more than Silas could boast. Jon looked exhausted, but he admitted Silas, muttering under his breath. “Well, what’s the matter?”

“I need to know where Dominic Frey lives.”

“Be fucked. You’ve got me out of bed for your fancy man?” Jon’s voice rose with incredulous anger. “You think you haven’t given us enough trouble yet? Hell’s teeth!”

Silas growled. “Listen, will you? It’s not—”

“You listen,” Jon snapped. “I had Foxy David on my back yesterday, wanting to know why his lordship’s bosom friend is sporting a black eye off a man I introduced him to. You want to explain yourself to Foxy for me?”

That was Lord Richard Vane’s flashman, Silas knew, the servant who acted as his procurer, carried out his will in the running of Quex’s, and otherwise handled matters below a gentleman’s dignity. Silas didn’t give a damn for his opinion. “Bugger your Foxy. I need to talk to Frey, urgent, and it ain’t about private matters. It’s my lad Harry in trouble.”

“Yes, well, bugger Harry Vane, come to that,” Jon said. “I had to throw him out a few weeks back. Squabbling like a fishwife with his doxy-boy—”

“Jon!” Silas barked. “There’s trouble brewing, bad trouble. My lad George, my assistant, was murdered last night.”

“What? Christ.”

“And—don’t ask why, for God’s sake—I need to talk to Frey,” Silas went on. “I need his direction. Just do it, eh?”

There were light footsteps in the passage, and Will Quex pushed open the door, looking every bit as wretched as Silas felt. Like Jon, Will wore a dressing gown, loosely tied, and he hadn’t bound his breasts yet, so there was a slight, unnerving shadow of cleavage. Silas had known Will as a man for so long, he was startled on the rare occasions he recalled the fellow had been born Susannah.

“As I live and breathe, it’s Gentleman Jackson,” Will observed in a rasp. “Silas Mason, pet of the fancy. If you had to punch one of the nobs, did it have to be Frey? Because, one, I could name a few others who’d benefit more from having their daylights darkened, and, two, he’s the apple of Lord Richard’s eye, you stupid sod!”

“Silas’s assistant’s got himself killed,” Jon said.

“Oh yes?” Will flopped down in a seat. “Why are you shouting about that?”

“He wants Frey’s address.”

“Really. Fighting or fucking?”

“Neither,” Silas growled. “And while we’re at it, why did neither of you tell me who the bastard was?”

“You didn’t know?” Unholy glee dawned on Jon’s features. “You didn’t know—Mr. Radical—you didn’t know you were fucking Dominic Frey?”

“Course I didn’t know. You think he gave me his card?”

“Oh, dear me.” Will was making a very poor fist of concealing his amusement. “All that time, and you didn’t know you were birching a high Tory. Oh, that’s glorious.”

“Ah, Silas,” said Jon. “Just think how much harder you could have hit him.”

Will cackled. “Talk about a missed opportunity. For Frey, I mean—”

“Shut your mouths!” It came out as a shout, unintentionally, but Silas glowered at the pair of them as though he’d meant to bellow. He’d laughed along enough times with their mockery of the pampered peacocks they served, he could take ribbing himself, but he couldn’t laugh at this. His fists were clenched.

They were both giving him sideways looks. “Touchy, Silas?” Will asked.

“Just give me his direction,” Silas said. “Or I promise you, there’ll be trouble coming to Lord Richard’s door, and your Foxy David will have something to say then.”

All the amusement dropped from Will’s face. Their club was a fashionable resort, a gambling hell, and a place of safety for Lord Richard’s set of men who preferred men. It was also, not incidentally, the only club in London where a black man ruled, although in public he appeared subordinate rather than equal to Will. Wouldn’t want to upset anyone, after all. Jon had authority, Will passed among men unchallenged, and it was Lord Richard’s imprimatur that gave them their freedom. The thought stuck in Silas’s craw.

“Tell me this,” Jon said. “Are you out to cause trouble, any sort? Because Foxy’s given his views on this. Lord Richard won’t have Mr. Frey hurt—you know, outside his wants—and you’d be ill advised to cross him.”

“I don’t mean trouble, and Frey’s wants aren’t my business. That’s done with.” The other two men exchanged glances. “But if I don’t talk to him, there’s going to be the devil to pay.”

They wouldn’t give him Frey’s direction, evidently fearing that he might be free with his fists again, but they agreed to send a note by urgent messenger. That was hard enough to write. For one thing, Silas didn’t want to create incriminating evidence; for another, he couldn’t but feel that everything he wrote sounded like an appeal to a lover. Please come. I need to see you.

He bent his mind to pale, bloodstained George and scrawled out a few blunt words, too abrupt because courtesy threatened to undo him, and anyway, he could imagine how contemptuously Frey would regard his ugly, uneducated hand. That done, he bade Will and Jon farewell and headed back to Ludgate, and Martha Charkin’s grief.

He was alone in the shop just after dusk, sitting vigil with the body, when there was a tap at the door.

“Good evening.” Frey’s face was impassive, his voice neutral, his bruised eye a lurid shade of purple, edged with green. “You asked me to call.”

Silas stepped back to let him in, giving him a view of the table on which George lay.

“Dear heaven. Who’s this?”

“My assistant, George Charkin. Killed Friday night in Leicester Square.”

“I’m sorry.” Frey took off his hat. “My condolences. What happened?”

“Stabbed. Don’t know why, or who. But he was found wearing this.” Silas fished the puce coat out from the burlap bag that concealed it and held it up.

Frey frowned, then his dark eyes went wide with shocked recognition. “What th— Your assistant was wearing it?”

“Aye. I was hoping you’d say this was a popular sort of coat.”

“No, it is not, and I’d normally be relieved by that.” He put a hand through his hair. “You know whose coat that is, don’t you?”

“Harry Vane’s.”

“Why would your assistant have Harry’s coat?”

“He needed one. Your men tore his off his back. If Harry met him, maybe he gave it over? And George had twenty guineas on him too, when he shouldn’t have had more than a shilling to his name. I don’t know why Harry would have given him money—”

“I suspect to keep him sweet,” Frey said, frowning. “I believe he was a little dubious of your assistant’s, uh, steadfastness in the face of questioning.”

“Paying George to go away, was he?”

Their eyes met. Frey didn’t reply.

“That investigation,” Silas said after a moment. “That horseshit about the fire. Still going on?”

“Indeed. Around the time we last met—possibly while you were punching me in the face—Skelton went after Harry. He threatened Harry with this story of the fire and the old prosecution for riot, tried to get him to inform on you. Harry denied everything. Told him on his word as a gentleman that you were not Jack Cade and not engaged in lawbreaking. He lied through his teeth for you, and embroiled Richard in it as well.”

It hit Silas in the belly. Feckless Harry, so cheerfully comfortable in his new life, doing that? Silas loved the young idiot, always had, but he had no illusions. Flexible to a fault, Harry was, never taking a stand.

But he’d done it now, for Silas.

“Well,” he said, hearing the rasp in his voice. “Good lad. Is he all right?”

“He is in grave disgrace with his family, and word of his undesirable associations is spreading,” Frey rapped out, and perhaps Silas’s face showed something at that, because he went on in a somewhat more measured tone. “But he has good friends by him too. One in particular is very fierce in his support.”

“Fop fellow, might that be?”

“Indeed.”

Harry’s lover. Silas sniffed. “Doesn’t sound much use to me.”

“He is, when he cares to be, one of the most offensive men in London. You should have heard him on the topic of this damned coat. Oh, blast it. The fact is, Skelton is rebuffed for the moment only. Down, but far from out. He thinks that Harry has the knowledge to incriminate you. So do I, as it happens.” Frey gave a wintry smile. “I don’t know whether he believes this story about the fire to be true, but if he learns that Harry gave your man a coat and a purse of money, it will certainly lend support to his theory. It does not look good.”

“That’s what I reckoned.”

“Has anyone in authority seen this?”

“Just the watch, far as I know. We’ve not called the crowner yet; I wanted to talk to you first. Well, Harry, but—”

“You had the good sense to stay well away from him,” Frey completed. “What are your thoughts?”

“I’m inclined to burn the coat,” Silas said bluntly. “George wasn’t killed for it, or the money either.”

“Any idea why he was killed?”

“None. Had a mouth on him, so maybe he spoke sidewise to the wrong fellow. I’d say burn the coat and give the money to George’s mother. God knows she’ll need it. But if I did that, then turns out the watch kept a record of what he was wearing…”

“It would look even worse for you and Harry.”

“Or for George, if he’s accused of stealing. And there’s Martha, his ma. What if anyone asks where the money came from? Bad enough to have lost her boy.”

“I see.” Frey frowned. “Presumably the watch were not aware of the large sum on the body?”

“Or they’d have stolen it? Ha. Can’t say. His father was a watchman, so perhaps…”

“So it is possible that the coat and the money are a matter of record.” He considered a moment. “Have you a pen and paper?”

Silas produced them, well aware that the nib was badly cut, the ink thick. Frey made no comment as he bent to write brief memoranda on three separate pages. There was no sound for a little while but the scratch of the pen.

“There.” Frey straightened. “The coat, please.”

Silas looked at the first paper, written in a beautiful copperplate hand despite the bad nib. It was a receipt for the coat, with a brief description, and a signature: Dominic Frey.

“You’re taking it as evidence?” he said, not quite believing what he saw. “Against Harry? What the—”

“Do try not to be so tediously suspicious. I’m going to burn it,” Frey said, cold and clear. “And I hope that will be the end of this accursed garment, but should any questions arise, you have a receipt. I took it; what happens to it is my responsibility and none of your concern. Give me the purse.”

Silas thought about that for a moment, then fished it out of his desk drawer and tossed the heavy little bag over.

Frey’s hand closed around it. “That’s now in my custody. That bag there, please.”

Silas handed over the burlap sack. Frey emptied the stream of golden guineas into it with a metallic chinking and pocketed the empty purse.

“Very well. I have, officially, taken custody of the purse. I have also given you a sum of money to pass to the bereaved mother, with my condolences, and with a note to that effect in case of questions.”

“Taking a lot on yourself, ain’t you?”

“You know, I’m sure we discussed this. My station in life gives me greater responsibilities.” He gave a superior nod. “Don’t concern yourself anymore. It’s in my charge.”

The bastard. Silas opened his mouth, closed it in impotent fury, saw the glint of satisfaction in the other man’s eyes, and for one mad second, had to bite back an urge to laugh.

“Aye, well,” he managed, unable to think of a suitable retort. He should probably thank the sod, but he was damned if he’d do that.

“Very good.” Frey took up his hat and the coat. “I shall let Harry know not to do anything so foolhardy again.”

“Tell him about George too, will you?” Silas grimaced. “They were friends.”

Frey’s rigid shoulders seemed to soften a little. “Yes. I will. I am sorry for your loss.”

Silas nodded. Frey nodded back and walked out of the shop.

Silas stared after him. That was that then. Not even a goodbye. Fair enough, after he’d planted the man a facer. It said something for him that he’d come at all, in fact, let alone that he’d so unquestioningly taken a problem for Harry, Martha, and Silas onto his own shoulders.

He’d never thought of the Tory as weak. But Dominic Frey in full, effortless authority was something else. Something—

Something Silas would have liked to think of next Wednesday, to make that strength bend for him, but there would be no next Wednesday, not ever.

He’d known it was over. He’d punched Frey and told him to piss off and thought that was it. But somehow the reality of the Tory walking away without a farewell left a cavernous hole inside Silas that was too big to comprehend.

He was still staring dumbly at the door when it reopened.

“The devil with this.” Frey strode in and shut the door behind him with a bang. “Are we alone? Good. I’m not ending it this way.”

“What?”

“Our Wednesdays meant something to me, damn it. Not just the acts. I still have books of yours to return, for heaven’s sake. I wouldn’t have chosen to end our time together as we did. As I did. I panicked, to tell truth, and I regret that, and— Will you come next Wednesday?”

Silas sucked in a breath through his teeth, almost a gasp.

“Just to talk,” Frey added hastily. “To end things like decent men. I think we owe each other that, and I don’t want to do it over a body.”

“Just to talk?”

“Yes. Not—I can’t stress this enough—as an opportunity for violent assault.”

“Aye, I meant to say. Sorry about that.”

“You may damned well be, the trouble you caused me. Will you come?”

“To Millay’s?”

The Tory looked a little pink. “Well, it’s a safe place to talk, and easier than finding somewhere new. And I shouldn’t come back here.”

“No. All right. Just to talk, like you say.”

Frey gave him a fraction of a smile. “Thank you. I had better go. Get this corpse reported and buried.”

“Teach your grandmother to suck eggs. Wednesday then.”

They nodded at each other. A brief hesitation, and Frey departed once more, leaving Silas alone with a corpse, an appointment, and a lightening of the heart that would not be repressed, no matter how absurd.

—

Wednesday was just a couple of days away, but it seemed longer to Dominic. This was a farewell only, he knew that, but at least Silas had listened, would listen. At least everything wouldn’t end in hatred. That mattered.

He arrived early. Mistress Zoë gave him a warm smile as she walked with him to the usual room, doubtless because he’d ordered a bottle of imperial Tokay at eye-watering cost. It was an absurd extravagance, which Silas would not appreciate or understand, but Dominic had noticed his liking for the sweeter wines. And Silas would probably never drink good wine again. Dominic could not bring himself to make the last experience less than memorable.

He started pouring when he heard Silas’s tread.

“Celebrating?” Silas asked, shutting the door behind him. He’d shaved as well as ever he did, which was not very cleanly, and his shirt and neckcloth were quite respectable. Dominic tried not to read anything into that.

“Drinking. Here.”

Silas took the glass, sniffed, sipped. His eyes went wide. He tasted the wine again, gleaming gold in its glass, and said, “All right, I’m reckoning this is good stuff.”

Dominic shrugged. Silas took another mouthful, with obvious pleasure, and Dominic had the sudden, ludicrous thought that he could send the man a bottle sometime, anonymously, a simple gift…

Stop it.

“I should tell you,” Dominic said abruptly. “We know who killed your man, Charkin. I’m afraid it was Harry’s valet.”

That took a second to register. “You what?”

Dominic set out, as far as possible, to explain. This was not easy. Harry’s grandfather had paid the valet to kill his own grandson and shot himself yesterday evening when his plans had been scotched, two facts that had to be concealed at all costs. “The valet seems to have been homicidal. He came after Harry on Friday evening and, as far as we can tell, stabbed Charkin as a matter of mistaken identity. The puce coat.” Silas swore. “He then made another attempt last night, in the street—”

“On Harry? Is he all right?”

“He wasn’t badly hurt, but he’s taken ill. He’s feverish, but not feared for. I will let you know if he worsens.”

Silas nodded. “And this valet. What’s to become of him? Will he face trial?”

“I assume so.”

“I’ll want to see that. See justice for George.”

“Yes.” Dominic had serious doubts as to the likelihood of such a thing. Heaven alone knew what the valet might say on the witness stand; Dominic suspected the Vanes had too much at stake to permit a trial. Suspected but did not know, because all his information came from Julius, who had been ranging nervously around Quex’s since he could not be seated by Harry’s bedside.

Richard and Dominic had not spoken since he’d turned up with a black eye. The disgust on Richard’s face when Dominic had defended Silas for that…

It couldn’t be helped. Richard’s moral compass was his own. Dominic’s was spinning wildly, but he knew his instincts regarding Silas to be right. He was a seditionist, but Dominic did not believe him a villain.

Silas was looking at him. Dominic sighed. “I’ll let you know what I can. It only happened last night, and I was at work today.”

“Aye. I see.” Silas sipped the wine once more. “This is damn good, I can tell that much. What are we— What am I drinking?”

“Imperial Tokay.”

“Right,” Silas said with care. “I’ve heard of that.”

“And now you’ve tasted it. I, uh…since it’s the last time we’ll meet.”

“Might change my mind about that, for this wine,” Silas muttered.

“Look, it’s as I said. What we had, here, was important to me. I have enjoyed your company. Your opinions, wrong as they all are. Your understanding. That has been…” Dominic couldn’t find a word to say how much it had meant.

“Aye. It has.” Silas stared doggedly into the honey depths of the wine. “Listen, you’ll find someone else, right? You won’t just listen to your bloody Richard and not do as you need?”

“It’s not Richard—”

“Bollocks it’s not. Doesn’t matter. What’s important…There’s nothing wrong with you, understand? Remember that. And be careful about it. No damn fool risks.”

Dominic’s throat was tight. “Yes. I will.”

“Good.” Silas attempted a smile. “He who desires but acts not, breeds pestilence.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Something I’ve been reading, sort of philosopher-poet-artist fellow. You call me a radical? This stuff’ll make your hair curl. No God, no king, no law.” Silas grinned at Dominic’s noise of exasperation. “He uses this new printing technique, relief etching, and paints the plates. Beautiful work. I’ll lend—”

“No,” Dominic said as Silas broke off.

“No. I won’t, will I? Ah, hell. Tory?”

“Yes?”

Silas’s mongrel eyes were on Dominic’s, intent. He felt his fingers curling tighter around the stem of the glass. He swallowed. Silas’s lips drew back at that movement into a smile that had nothing to do with amusement and raised the hairs on Dominic’s skin. “Tory,” Silas repeated, soft and low. “Get on your knees.”

It was madness, and pure sobbing relief. He knelt.

“Eyes down.” Silas walked around Dominic, slowly. “Well, now.” He ran his fingers through Dominic’s hair, over his scalp, down his bowed neck. The touch was so tender for a moment; then Dominic felt rough fingers shove beneath the folds of his cravat, a deliberate intrusion, and shuddered.

“Eyes down,” Silas repeated. “Hands behind your back. And…now, you just wait a moment.”

Dominic stared at the rug, a faded Indian pattern. He heard Silas’s footsteps move away, a drawer creak, a sound of rummaging.

He was looking through the toys of the house, the things he had never wanted to use. Floggers. Whips.

They were both still fully dressed.

“Right, now.” Silas was behind him. He knelt, making the boards creak, and Dominic felt something cold close around one wrist, then the other. He heard the jingle of chain.

“Tell you what.” Silas sounded almost conversational. “We’ll do this same rules as ever. You want me to stop, you just put out your hands.”

Dominic tugged, hard. The cuffs kept his wrists just a few inches apart.

“You got that?” Silas was in front of him now, a finger under his chin, tilting Dominic’s head up so their eyes met once more. “This time, the last time…you don’t get to say no.”

Dominic shook his head. He couldn’t speak; he could barely breathe. He was so hard it hurt.

He’d never wanted a way to say stop. That had always been Silas’s care. Dominic was almost sure that if he said it now, Silas would stop, just in case. Almost sure. The fractional uncertainty sang along his nerves and skin.

He knelt there, pinioned and helpless, and felt the blood pound through him like army drums.

Silas unbuttoned his trousers. One, two. Freed his thick erection and rubbed it, almost thoughtfully, then took a step forward and swiped the tip along Dominic’s parted lips. He inhaled male must, the scent of Silas.

“All right then, Tory.” He took a grip on Dominic’s hair. They were still staring into one another’s eyes. “Go on.”

Dominic leaned forward, feeling the tug of chain between his wrists, and took Silas’s cock in his mouth. He was braced for a hard thrust, one to make him choke. It didn’t come.

He glanced up. Silas was looking down at him, face unreadable.

He played his tongue over the end, not quite sure what Silas wanted. Tightened his lips around the ridged shaft, slid his mouth along the length, heard Silas groan. The fingers in his hair were gentle now, not tugging. Stroking.

“Aye, that. No, not too fast.”

Dominic slowed his pace, hollowing his cheeks to increase the suction. Pleasured Silas, on his knees, with his mouth because he couldn’t use his hands, with Silas’s own rough hands caressing his scalp, Silas’s savage groans a contrast to his stillness.

He could have fucked Dominic’s throat raw and, instead, this. This was what he wanted?

Dominic made some noise, he wasn’t sure what, around Silas’s prick. Poured everything he had into the act, using lips and tongue and the gentlest of teeth, serving him as lovingly as ever he’d served Richard. You’ll never get a gamahuching like this, not from anyone else. Pulled away a little when he could taste Silas was close, earning a groan.

“Aye,” Silas whispered. “Take your time. Oh, my Tory. I want to chain you to the bed and make you yell all night.” His hand ran through Dominic’s hair, shaking. His legs were shaking too, planted wide as they were. “You beautiful fuckster. God. Stop.”

He jerked away. Dominic sat back on his heels. Silas’s eyes were shut, teeth gritted against impending climax. Savage, and vulnerable.

After a moment, Silas opened his eyes and looked down. “Last time, then,” he rasped.

He squatted, bringing them to the same level. He didn’t look away from Dominic’s face as his hands found the buttons of his breeches. Dominic gave a gasp of relief as the constricting cloth came loose.

“Tell you again.” Silas sounded hoarse. “You want me to stop, just put out your hands.”

He had a hold of Dominic’s prick. Stroking, nothing more, thumb and forefinger making a ring to pull him off. Nothing at all special, except for his helplessness.

“God.” Dominic could barely form speech. “Please.”

“Say it,” Silas said softly, watching his eyes. “I know you. Say it.”

“Stop,” Dominic whispered, and—thank you, thank you—felt the pressure on his length increase. “Stop. Please. Don’t. Oh God, you know I can’t, I don’t, please…” He strained against the cuffs in the dark joy of helplessness. Silas put a hand on his shoulder for balance, leaning in so close that Dominic could feel his breath, hand working Dominic harder now. And Dominic knew his own face gave away everything, couldn’t stop it as he stared into the mongrel eyes of the one man in the world who knew him.

Silas leaned an inch farther and kissed him.

It was almost tentative. Tender. Dominic’s mouth slackened in astonishment. A hand moved around the back of his skull, and then Silas’s mouth was hot and hard over his own, and Dominic was being as thoroughly kissed as ever he had been. Silas’s lips on his, Silas’s tongue in his mouth, and Dominic kissed him back with a frenzy of need, straining against the damned cuffs because he wanted his hands now, wanted to hold Silas as he was being held.

No use there. Silas scooped an arm round his waist and bent him back as if he were an actress being ravished in a melodrama, other hand gripping the back of his head. Dominic gasped against his mouth, bit at his lips, felt stubble rasp over his face. Hungry, wet, savage kisses that had been pent up for too long, Silas’s prick hard against his own, his powerful body pressed to Dominic’s, weight bearing him down.

Silas leaned in that bit too far. Dominic grunted and went over backward under him, hitting the floor, chained hands trapped behind his back, Silas heavy between his legs and on his chest. Weighing him down, kissing him still, and the pressure of cocks and bellies hard against each other. Silas gripping his face with hot, shaking hands; Dominic thrusting against him, helpless and desperate and open, needing Silas’s lips and teeth and tongue, wrists pressed hard against their bonds.

Silas lifted his weight off a little. Dominic moaned a protest and felt Silas smile against his open mouth. Then there was that big, familiar, calloused hand encircling both pricks together, between their bodies as they lay heart to heart.

“You’ll take this, Tory,” Silas said, and dipped his head. Mouth meeting Dominic’s with reverent care, moving gently. Hand pulling and sliding. Kissing Dominic and bringing him off at once with the kind of careful lovemaking he’d never wanted, that Silas knew he’d never wanted and was forcing on a pinned, bound, and helpless man because Dominic could not resist or object. He could do nothing but let Silas make love to him, and it set him coming as hard as the most brutal, humiliating fuck ever had.

It took him a moment to gather his wits, as Silas buried his face in his shoulder, gasping his own relief. Dominic could feel both chests heave together, Silas’s hand trapped between their bodies.

“Get these damned cuffs off,” Dominic managed.

Silas sat up and pulled Dominic to a sitting position, still straddling his legs. They stared at each other. There was unfamiliar uncertainty in Silas’s face now, an odd set to his mouth, as if he wanted to smile and wasn’t quite sure whether he could or should.

“Do you know,” Dominic said, “if you’d asked me earlier, I’d have said things between us were already as disastrous as they could be. How wrong I was.”

“There’s not much can’t be made worse.” Silas’s face was closing up, going stony.

“The cuffs?”

Silas grunted. Dominic twisted to let him unsnap the mechanism, made so as not to require a key. He turned back, took a deep breath, grasped Silas’s prickly jaw in both hands, and brought their mouths together again.

There was a startled instant, and then Silas’s lips were open to his, and this time it was equal. Long, curious kisses, careful on bruised lips, little exploring movements now as though it were the first time. Kissing that wasn’t desire or frustration, but something much, much more terrifying. He ran his hands over Silas’s cropped, paper-dusty hair, down his strong back muscles, felt the need shudder through them both.

At last Dominic pulled away, just a little. “What are we doing?”

“Making it worse.” Silas’s fingers skimmed Dominic’s face. “Didn’t plan to.” He ran a thumb over Dominic’s lips, which felt swollen under the pressure, a little raw. “But I couldn’t say goodbye without.”

“I don’t want to say goodbye.”

“Nor I, you Tory bastard. I…this last year…well. Learned a lot about wine, that’s for certain.”

“Silas…my friend…” Dominic straightened. “Oh, the devil with it. I don’t want to stop.”

The sudden energy in his voice had Silas sitting up too. “Aye, well, what choice have we got?”

“None. You’re a seditionist, I’m Home Office. The sane thing to do is end this illegal and immoral business forthwith. You go back to your democratic libels and I attempt to have you arrested.” He took a deep breath. “Or, alternatively, we risk your liberty, my reputation, and both our damn fool necks, and I’ll see you here next Wednesday.”

Silas’s mouth was open. “Tory…”

“You could call me Dominic, you know.”

“Daft mouthful of a name,” Silas muttered.

“Or Dom.” He hadn’t meant to say that. Nobody but Richard called him Dom. Nobody but Richard had ever kissed him as though he were the only man alive, until today. “If you like.”

“Dom,” Silas repeated, almost shyly, then shook his head. “What I’ll call you is a Bedlamite. How can we carry on? That’s madness.”

“It is. It’s madness that the friendship of a radical lawbreaker should mean so much to me. It’s madness that you should have been so kind to a Tory swine. It’s madness that I cannot bear to see you face your just deserts. Richard has already told me in so many words that I must have lost my senses.”

“There you go,” Silas said. “Me agreeing with his lordship.”

Dominic reached for Silas’s hand, felt the clasp returned. “And over these last weeks, I might have agreed with you both. Heaven knows I have barely been able to think. But…” Clarity now. Absolute clarity, since that first, urgent kiss. “I cannot walk away. I will not.”

“You can, and you’d be a damned fool not to. Your position—”

“Do you care about my position?”

“Ah, hell. You know what I think about gentlemen. But the only way I want to see you hurt is if I’m doing it.”

Dominic tightened his fingers. “Silas…”

“God’s tits, what am I supposed to say? You and me. What sense does that make?”

“No sense at all.” Dominic felt himself smile at the words, and saw a spark leap to Silas’s eyes as though along a burning fuse.

“Well, now if you say that…Aye, no, you’re wrong, it makes perfect sense.” Silas was grinning as well. “Because Without contraries is no progression.”

Dominic blinked. “What does that mean?”

“Attraction and repulsion, reason and energy, love and hate, are necessary to human existence. That’s Blake again, the printmaker. Contraries. I reckon you ought to read it.”

“It sounds utter nonsense.” Another of Silas’s disturbing, alien, probably illicit recommendations. Dominic disagreed habitually and strongly with them and loved the challenge of disputing them, the glittering ranks of ideas their arguments brought forth—

Without contraries is no progression.

Well, now.

“Lend it to me next Wednesday?” he suggested, and Silas’s smile was ludicrously boyish on his rough features. “Here, still? It’s as safe as anywhere.”

“Aye, here. Listen, Tory—Dom. Couple of things. If I get caught up in the law—”

“I may well hear about it,” Dominic pointed out. “I’ll give you my card, though. Let me know if you can’t make it or—or if you need my help.”

Silas gave him a look. “Not planning to ruin you, or to help you ruin yourself either. I’ll stand on my own feet, thanks.”

“And other people’s toes, I have no doubt. I know. But it is only sensible to be sure you can find me, should you need to.”

Silas brushed his hand through Dominic’s hair, such a tender movement that Dominic felt a sudden pulse of panic. “Silas. Silas, I need to ask. I…Are you happy to continue? As we have been?” Richard’s words pricked at his mind. But I love you. How could I hurt you?

“Why not?” Silas kissed his ear. “Tell you something. I’m not changing my mind about most of that stuff in that drawer, but I’ll admit, I liked the look of you with those cuffs on.”

That brought a familiar squirm in his belly, along with a relief so profound it made him ache. “You’re in the wrong line of work. You should serve the law. A gaoler, perhaps.”

“Watch your mouth, Tory. But if I tie you to the bed, say—aye, thought you’d like that idea—you’ll need some way to say if it ain’t right.” Silas’s fingers ran down over Dominic’s vulnerable throat, the hollow at the base of his neck, exerting just a little pressure. “I like you fighting it every step of the way, don’t get me wrong. I want to play with you all night till you’re begging me to stop, and then do it some more.” Dominic bit back a groan. “But you got to have a way to say if there’s a problem, and that’s all there is to it. I know you don’t want it, but—”

“You need it,” Dominic finished. “I know. What way do you mean?”

“Well, it’s no good you saying ‘no’ and ‘stop,’ is it? I don’t give a toss for your ‘no’ and ‘stop.’ I’ve not listened to that in a year; I’m not about to start now.” His calloused hand slid over Dominic’s cheek, and Dominic leaned into it. “But…say you call me Mason, I’ll listen to that. Right?”

A code word, a way out. It wasn’t what he wanted, and Silas knew it and was doing his best to negotiate a path between Dominic’s desires and his well-being. The care of it left him unable to do anything but nod.

“Good enough, then. Come on, let’s have a drink.” Silas rose, hitching his still-open trousers up, and went to get the discarded glasses. He passed Dominic his, then hauled him off the floor by his free hand and tugged him over to the bed. “I don’t know about you, but I’m meaning to enjoy this.”


Chapter 6

Dominic sat by the fire in the private rooms at Quex’s and relished the solitude. He needed it.

He had only just returned to Quex’s now that Richard had decamped to his country house for the hunting. Richard’s departure had been delayed by Harry’s convalescence and the various scandals hitting the Vane family—Harry’s radical past, his grandfather’s death “cleaning his gun,” a female cousin’s elopement with a common soldier. Dominic had felt for Richard, in truth. He knew how much the family name meant to his friend, and the series of scandals had caused ill-suppressed glee among the gossipmongers. The Vanes were a noble family of high regard; it seemed to Dominic that his peers in society were almost as enthusiastic to see them taken down a peg as the most extreme radical of the streets would be.

He’d tried to speak to Richard, to offer his sympathy. It had not gone well.

In any case, Dominic had been too damned busy for social calls, even had he been welcome in Richard’s company. He’d barely had a night free, except for the Wednesdays that he guarded with fierce single-mindedness, and Silas was the same, and for much the same reason.

“Dominic?” It was Absalom Lockwood, the Whig lawyer. “Good God, haven’t seen you here in an age.”

“I’ve been occupied.”

“I’m sure you have.” Absalom collapsed into a chair, so that the brandy slopped up the side of his glass. “If I propose confusion to Sidmouth, will you drink?”

“You don’t need to propose confusion,” Dominic said. “We have no shortage of that.”

“Ha.” Absalom took a mouthful of brandy. “Do you support these measures?”

Dominic stared into the fire. “Something must be done. You know that. There is not a man of property who does not fear for his possessions, his security. The rule of law, the influence of religion, the very Crown are under threat. The radicals are calling for the use of force against the House of Commons, against the better classes—”

“Nobody denies there is unrest,” Absalom said. “Its extent is grossly exaggerated, in my view. And can you believe that the answer to discontent is to attack the liberties at the heart of the British constitution?”

Dominic let his head flop back against the chair. “No.”

Pause.

“I beg your pardon?” Absalom said.

“I said, if you must have it, no. No, I do not believe Sidmouth’s bills are the answer.”

The Home Secretary was pushing through a new raft of legislation, terrifying in its severity. Every meeting for radical reform is an overt act of treasonable conspiracy against the king and his government, he had decreed in Parliament. The bills would restrict public meetings dealing with the subjects of church and state, prevent men from taking up arms, and give magistrates the right to search for and seize them, even in private houses. They would vastly increase the taxes on printed matter as an open attack on the reading poor. And they would punish blasphemous and seditious libel with harsh penalties, including up to fourteen years’ transportation for a second conviction.

Silas had already been gaoled for that once.

“I don’t think it’s right,” he went on. “Heaven knows, I fear revolution here. Heaven knows the radicals must be muzzled lest they bite. But this, what Sidmouth proposes, this is not England.”

“How do you mean?”

“I don’t want to see this country overthrown. I believe in the existing order, not in the power of the mob, and I don’t want to see England suffer what France has. Reformist bleating is dangerous. But the England I want to preserve is not a place where men are forbidden to meet, forbidden to speak, obliged to stand by while their houses are invaded. My stars, Absalom, I want to defend my country, but if these are the measures it takes?” He tossed back a mouthful of brandy. “It is as though a surgeon should inform a patient that in order to cure his ailment he is required to cut off his head.”

“Ha! Precisely,” Absalom said. “Sidmouth is concerned with the success of the operation, and has no regard for what it will do to the body of the patient.”

“Things will be worse if these bills pass,” Dominic went on. “Much worse. The radicals are shouting for a voice, and Sidmouth’s response is to take away the voice they have.”

“You sound like a Whig.”

“I do not. I have no desire to give revolutionaries anything. But…they are still Englishmen. Not foreign agents provocateurs, not Bonapartists. Englishmen who disagree with the government. And they are wrong, and dangerous, but if we cannot prove our case to be the better one, if we can only counter them by throwing away the rights and liberties that we have held precious for centuries, what does that say for our case?”

“Sidmouth is a reactionary fool,” Absalom said. “And a coward at heart, and like all cowards, he is far too forceful. I couldn’t agree with you more, and there is something I doubt I have said to you before.”

Dominic tipped his glass to acknowledge that. “Wearisome times. I hope your fellows can talk these bills down in the House. And that is not something I would often say.”

Absalom nodded. “What will you do if they pass?”

“If that is the law of the land…” Dominic made a face. He was Home Office, Absalom a barrister, both of them employed by the law, both of them enthusiastically breaking it in their private hours, given half a chance.

Absalom’s expression suggested he knew what thoughts were passing through Dominic’s mind. “Let us pray the House can be persuaded. I am worried things have gone too far, though. There’s a deal too much fear.”

They discussed the ins and outs of the situation for a while longer. Dominic had not spoken in depth to Absalom in some time and found the man to be rather more amenable than he remembered. That, or he was comparing him to Silas.

Silas, incandescent with rage, pacing up and down their room in Millay’s, hissing imprecations because he wanted to shout. Silas afraid.

Fourteen years’ transportation for seditious libel. Dominic knew what that meant. Silas would be chained into the hold of a rotting prison hulk for months, waiting for a berth in the stinking bowels of some merchant ship. Once that came he’d be shipped across the oceans and sold into indentured service. Slavery by another name.

There was every chance it would kill him. He would certainly never return. And it would happen if that law passed, and he was arrested again, which seemed all too probable because his response to the threat of the six bills was to fight. He was writing furiously as Jack Cade, bellowing his anger at injustice and repression. He’d released two pamphlets on the topic of Lord Sidmouth in the preceding week, either one enough to make a conviction for seditious libel a foregone conclusion.

I really ought not to be sharing his bed, Dominic thought, staring into the fire.

But, heaven help him, how they were fucking. They kissed now, all the time, and if he’d thought Silas had been brutal before…

I own you. Harsh words breathed into Dominic’s ear as he strained against the padded cuffs that chained his wrists and ankles to the bed. Harsh hands digging into his flesh. Every scrap of you. You’re mine.

Silas had fucked him to the point of tears the last time. Twice himself, not permitting Dominic to spend, and then again with a china consolateur while he’d lain tied and helpless, Silas whispering savage words into his skin along with kisses…

“I seem to have lost your attention,” Absalom remarked, rising. “I said, I must go.”

“I do beg your pardon. I have a certain amount on my mind.”

“So I imagine. I shall leave you to your reflections. Or not,” Absalom added as the door opened. “Good evening, Julius. What brings you back to London? No, don’t tell me, I must leave. Tell Dominic, if you can hold his wandering thoughts.”

Dominic waved a hand in greeting as Julius took the vacated chair. He was a very handsome man, if one liked cold good looks, with fair hair and light blue eyes, exquisite in dress and vicious of tongue. He and Dominic had clashed for years, mostly because Dominic’s sense of duty was offended by Julius’s relentless refusal to care about the world around him, but in part because Julius had had the good fortune to share a bed with Richard once and the sheer unmitigated gall to walk away the next morning. In recent weeks, though, as Julius’s successful love affair and Dominic’s disastrous one had progressed, they seemed to have found a quite unexpected mutual liking. It was the first shoots of what felt like friendship, and Dominic was grateful for it.

“Why are you back?” Dominic asked. “I thought you and Harry would be at Arrandene past Christmas.”

“Yes, so did I, but really, my dear fellow. Richard.”

“What about Richard?”

“He is as sociable as a bear, but without the charm. What on earth has happened between you two? I mentioned your name, and he was, frankly, explosive.”

“I don’t know.” Julius gave him a look. Dominic turned his hands up. “I don’t. Well, you know that I, uh…my Wednesdays.” Julius inclined his head. “I ran into Richard. He made some comments…” Not kind comments either. He’d seen the marks on Dominic’s wrists and launched into harsh words of shock and rebuke with a note of anger that Dominic couldn’t understand. “He demanded that I justify myself.”

Julius raised a brow. “How authoritative of him.”

“Well, you know Richard,” Dominic said, automatically defensive. “He has ever been our moral hub.” Julius snorted. “But no. I didn’t quite feel as though I had to. We exchanged a few words. I quoted a line of poetry, somewhat flippantly, I admit, and he turned on his heel and walked away. He has not spoken to me since.”

“That seems an extreme reaction. Unless it was Byron? Richard does loathe Byron.”

“So do I. No, it was a poet and illustrator of entire obscurity, a man named William Blake. He is a radical freethinker and eccentric to say the least, but produces work of quite remarkable beauty.”

“Good heavens, you have the most catholic literary tastes. What was the line in question?”

“Those who restrain desire, do so because theirs is weak enough to be restrained.” 

Julius’s brows shot up. “Written in a contrarian spirit, you understand,” Dominic hastened to add. “The man is insane, of course, but the work is fascinating.”

“I can see why it speaks to you then,” Julius observed. “So you said that to Richard—”

“And he reacted as though I had struck him.”

“I…see. Are you aware that he’s in love?”

“What? Richard? With whom?”

“I have no idea,” Julius said with enraging disinterest. “I know only that he has given his heart impossibly—I have this from him, you understand, so I cannot comment on what constitutes an impossibility. Under the circumstances, the restraint of desire may be a sensitive subject.” He gave Dominic a paternal smile. “It isn’t you. I asked.”

“You are ever helpful,” Dominic said. “Who the devil— He didn’t tell me this. He might have spoken to me.”

“I suppose he might,” Julius agreed. “Then again, my dear fellow, you might consider whether Lord Richard Vane has taken kindly to being replaced in your affections by a radical gutter-blood.” Dominic stared at him. Julius returned a sardonic look. “Is that village-idiot expression because you thought Richard approved of your liaison?”

“Richard and I have not been lovers for a long time—” Dominic began.

“But you’ve been the loves of one another’s lives forever,” Julius put in, interrupting him. “Oh, really, Dominic. The pair of you have been mourning that affair for a decade; nobody else has ever taken your respective places. When I went to bed with Richard, you might as well have been in the room. I felt positively crowded.”

“But—” Dominic groped for words. “It’s been years. You just said he was in love elsewhere.”

“So he tells me, dear fellow, but you know, I think Richard is very well used to having your heart, if not the rest of you. You, or at least his youthful idea of you, have long been the ideal against which the rest of us are found wanting. And now his lost love is hopelessly smitten not just with any other man but with a bravo from the slums of Ludgate. One can see why he finds that trying.”

“I am not smitten,” Dominic choked out.

“Well, you’re giving a damned good impression of it,” Julius said. “I assume it’s not just the fucking? Richard seems to believe you’re lost to carnal delights, but then, I don’t think he is considering matters very clearly.”

“My affairs are none of Richard’s business. Or yours.”

“Of course they’re not. So is it just the fucking?” He held up a hand to stave off Dominic’s response. “I don’t ask from idle curiosity. Harry cares very much for your Silas. He’s worried.”

“So he should be. Silas is determined to run his head into a noose. These damned bills of Sidmouth’s—”

“I have heard all about that, believe me. It’s why we’re back, in fact. Half the guests down at Arrandene were high Tory, puffing and blowing approval. I had to get Harry out before he made a display of radical sentiment at the dining table.”

Dominic pointed a warning finger. “I tell you, Julius, if Harry mixes himself up in politics in any way whatsoever—”

“He won’t.”

“I mean it. He could destroy Silas just by association at this stage. The entire narrative of Sidmouth’s policy is that reform leads to murder and treason, and that cursed story of the fire—”

Julius’s fine features sharpened. “I beg your pardon? I was under the impression that had been scotched.”

Dominic hadn’t been involved in that. While Harry had lain ill in bed, the Ricardians had mustered a wide range of society ladies to express outrage at a gross calumny against an unfortunate and handsome young man. Even Lord Maltravers’s fiancée, who was remarkable for her beauty, her youth, and her very large dowry, had been persuaded to add her voice. Since there was no evidence to back up the implications, and thus no choice, Maltravers had been magnanimous, and Skelton had been called off.

“As far as possible,” Dominic said. “But Maltravers didn’t tell Skelton to leave Harry alone; he told him not to proceed without evidence. If Skelton turns up anything that he can use, Maltravers will support him, fiancée or no. He doesn’t like our set, he loathes radicals like poison, and the Vanes are not in a strong position thanks to the scandals of the past month. Good heavens, Richard must rue the day that Harry was discovered.”

“He may,” Julius agreed. “I don’t. I shan’t let Harry make things worse, trust me. God knows there are enough people to do that. Quite seriously, Dominic, your Wednesday man—”

“I know. And no. It is not just the fucking.” It was none of Julius’s damned business, but he felt a violent urge to defend Silas, to speak out for once. Something important had happened, something he wished Richard would understand. He did not need Julius to understand in the slightest, but Julius was amoral and unemotional, and that made him easy to confide in. “The fact is, Richard thinks there is—uh—there is something wrong with me.” Such simple words, so hard to face. “Well, Silas does not, that’s all. And I begin to disagree with Richard myself.”

“I should hope so. Of course the uncritical acceptance of a bravo is unlikely to change Richard’s mind.”

“He does not know Silas,” Dominic snapped. “A man may be a lowborn radical without meriting contempt. He has more intellectual curiosity, more fortitude and backbone, than you will find in the entirety of White’s and Boodle’s together, and more commitment to his fellow man in his little finger than you, for example, have in your entire body. He may be wrong, but he is wrong in the right way. Why are you looking at me like that?”

“No reason at all. My urge to meet this fellow Silas is becoming overwhelming.”

“No,” Dominic said comprehensively. “He is not a spectacle at Astley’s for your entertainment.”

“Indeed not. He’s Harry’s mentor, and your motivation to haul yourself out of Richard’s shadow at last. I may tell you that we have all become quite weary of that particular tragedy. I can’t abide melodrama.”

“Go to the devil. Considering the spectacle you and Harry made of yourselves here—”

Julius threw up his hand. “Touché, enough said. Jesting aside, my dear Dominic, your, ah, strange bedfellow is no concern of mine except as he may affect Harry. And if Richard is impelled by the alienation of your affections to pursue his own elsewhere, that will doubtless be a good thing for him too. However, I feel it only fair to warn you that he does not appear to think so at the moment.”

Dominic grimaced. “I’ve no desire to fall out with Richard. You know that. I love him dearly and always will.”

“But it is, perhaps, time to stop seeing yourself through his eyes.” Julius gave him a surprisingly sympathetic glance. “I think that might be good for both of you.”

—

“They’re going to pass, aren’t they? The bills.” John Thomas Brunt strode up and down, turning every two paces because that was all the room allowed. “They’re going to pass.”

“Of course they are.”

Silas sipped his beer. It was sour, ill brewed, the kind of thing he’d drunk all his life and never complained. It wasn’t a patch on imperial Tokay.

He was in Robert Adams’s room, a little human rat’s den in Hole-in-the-Wall Passage, off Brook’s Market. It was precisely as filthy and sordid as the street’s name made it sound, and the men Silas was with were precisely as wretched and ragged and fanatical as gentlemen would imagine radical conspirators to be.

This was a meeting of the Spencean Philanthropists. An odd name for a radical group, but Thomas Spence, dead now after years of imprisonment and persecution, had loved his fellow man. His beliefs had been extreme to the point to madness: the end of class distinction, of aristocracy, of private landlords; a vote for every man and woman; a legal right for children to be free from abuse and poverty. Dom called that utopian, unrealistic nonsense, clean against human history and human nature. Perhaps you would have more success if you looked beyond fantasy and saw men as they are.

Perhaps he would. God knew the Spencean group around him was no great advertisement for man’s better nature. Arthur Thistlewood was disgruntled ex-militia, brought to radical politics by resentment and disappointment, and he had gathered other angry men to him. Richard Tidd had profited from the war by repeatedly signing up in disguise and deserting with the bounty he was paid. Neither of them was a man Silas could respect. But there were others. Adams, not a clever man but a decent one, who had been a soldier in the Blues. James Ings, the burly butcher, almost destitute now and desperate to keep his children fed; his benefactor, George Edwards, a quiet, listening sort of fellow, who was giving the Ings family money to live on. William Davidson, the Jamaican, a Sunday-school teacher driven from his place by accusations of indecency. He insisted those charges were motivated by distrust of his race, which Silas could well believe.

They were beggar revolutionaries, driven by anger and despair, but they were good men, most of them, who believed passionately and unquestioningly in the prospect of a just world, in Spencean ideals, in the things Silas needed to be true, and it was a relief to be among them. This was where he belonged. He needed to remember that amid the dizzying pleasures of Wednesdays and their relentless assault on everything he held dear.

Not that he disliked arguing with Dom. Arguing with Dom was damn near as good as fucking him. When those dark eyes narrowed in thought, when he bent that formidable determination to confront Silas’s beliefs—not to ignore or dismiss, but to take them on at equal value, so that the pull of his attention became a physical thing—then Silas understood what it was to be important. He mattered, and not for what he could do to Dom’s body either. Dom cared what he thought, and that was sweeter than the Tokay, and more intoxicating too.

No wonder the gentry would fight to the death to keep their privileges. Silas might himself, after a taste of what it was to count.

But he wouldn’t forget who he was, and he wouldn’t give up the struggle in the face of a new wave of reactionary tyranny.

“I don’t like it,” Brunt growled. He was a cadaverous man, hungry looking—wasn’t everyone?—with sallow skin, lank black hair, and deep-set eyes, reminding Silas irresistibly of the creature in Frankenstein. “They’ll come for us. Blood-drinking bastards that they are.”

“What about your shop, Mason?” Davidson asked. “Any more trouble there?”

“Another visit, couple of weeks back. Just looking, this time. They’re still sniffing around for the press. Like I’d move it back for their finding.”

“Wise man,” Edwards said with a smile. “I hope wherever you’re printing they’re our people? There are too many turncoats.”

“Aye, safe enough.” Silas had no intention of saying more. Someone had informed on him, Dom had said after the first raid, and that was no surprise. The Home Office and the Runners used informants and spies without shame. He trusted everyone around him, but as Euphemia Gordon used to say, Three can keep a secret, if two of them are dead.

This discussion progressed as they always did. Bitter anger, today about the six bills moving inexorably through Parliament. Coarse jests at the government’s expense. Brunt, who fancied himself a poet, read a satirical ballad of his own composition on how Lord Liverpool’s government schemed to plunder and starve the country; Thistlewood sang a revolutionary song. More ale.

It felt so futile.

Silas thought about it pacing home. Was it the threat of the six bills, the appalling truth of how far the government would go to quell reform? Davidson had said, They’re frightened of us. They know they’re going to lose. But it had had a hollow sound. The radicals were the frightened ones, and they knew it.

You could be transported! Dom had shouted at him, as if he hadn’t thought about that.

He didn’t think that was why it felt futile, though. He was used to being afraid, and to not giving up in the face of fear. He was used to digging in grimly when times were bad. He wasn’t used to wondering if, in truth, there was any point to it.

Perhaps it was Dom. Perhaps a man couldn’t share a bed with a Tory and walk away with his principles intact. Or perhaps he could if the Tory was the gluttonous, reactionary swine depicted in the popular press. Not intelligent, questioning, thoughtful Dominic.

Silas wouldn’t change his views in the face of flogging or transportation, but he had a terrible feeling that caring had sapped his will.

That’s what we’re asking for, he reminded himself. A voice. If we could speak in Parliament as I speak to Dom, if they’d but listen to us as he does to me…

Ha. That was utopian beyond anything Spence had dreamed up. Silas stuck his icy hands in his pockets, hunched his shoulders against the cold, and walked home alone.

—

He got to Millay’s far too early the next Wednesday. Zoë insisted on taking him into the kitchen for a mug of tea rather than have him kicking about the house.

“In a hurry for your appointment?” she asked.

“You watch yourself, minx. How’s young Peter?”

“A stubborn, pigheaded little brute, just like his godfather. Don’t change the subject, Silas Mason. You’re not going to hit my handsome Tory today, are you?”

“Since when’s he yours?”

Zoë laughed, her ample bosom quivering in the low-cut gown. “He’s my best customer. Tips like a king, never makes extra work, and oh, those pretty eyelashes.” She fluttered her own. “They’re wasted on a man. Or maybe you don’t think so?”

Silas glowered, not with any real menace. He’d known the Shakespeares since they were children. Their mother’s master had dumped them on the street when he’d faced financial reversals, on the grounds that they were freeborn and not his obligation. Zoë had been nine, Jon seven. Silas, a few years older, had kept an eye out for them in the rough-and-tumble of the Ludgate streets, until they’d found a perch in Belle Millay’s little empire. She’d dressed them up as pages while they were small enough to be fashionable; as they’d got older, she’d offered them other work around the house and left selling their flesh up to them. Work at Millay’s had given Jon much of the experience he needed to start Quex’s, and when age and obesity restricted Belle’s movements too much, she had put the assignation house that bore her name in Zoë’s capable hands.

Silas occasionally wondered if any of the gentlemen even knew who ran the business of their pleasures.

Which reminded him. “Do you deal with a fellow called Foxy David, Zo?”

“Doesn’t everyone? Why do you ask?”

“Just wondering. Is this like Will’s place? How secure do you have it here?”

Zoë gave him a look. “Foxy’s master pays for security. It isn’t worth anyone’s while to talk. His lordship and friends are the geese that lay the golden eggs.” A filthy grin slid over her face. “We just arrange the stuffing.”

They cackled together; then Zoë sobered. “You worried about something?”

“Feeling skittish today, that’s all. Sidmouth’s bills, damn his eyes.”

“I heard you’ve been raided. You be careful, Silas.”

“I’m careful as I can be.”

“And that’s not very careful. I know. Just don’t bring my sweet Mr. Frey down with you.”

“He’s not yours,” Silas growled. “Ain’t it time yet?”

“Impatient.” Zoë rang the bell and exchanged a few words with one of the girls who slipped through the back ways of the maze-like house to keep the bedrooms decent. She turned back with a frown. “What’s bothering you?”

“Ah, I don’t know.” Silas made a face. “Nerves and imagination. I’m getting old, Zo, that’s the truth. Too much on my mind. These bloody bills, the raids…the Tory. Stupid bastard. I don’t know what I should do about him.”

“What’s for you to do?”

Silas shrugged awkwardly. “Make sure he’s all right. You know.”

“Not really,” Zoë said. “He’s gentry. They always come out all right, that’s how it works. Why do you care, anyway?”

“Been bedding him for a twelvemonth and more. You get to like a fellow.”

Zoë laughed. “Silas boy, I bedded my husband for years, and I nailed him into his coffin myself in case the bastard climbed back out. You’re in the wrong house for sentimental talk.”

“True. Aye, well.” He met her quizzing look, shrugged again. “Like you say, he’s got pretty eyes.”

“Have it your way.” Zoë tapped his hand. “But, Silas? I said eyelashes. I didn’t say a word about his eyes.”

—

Mistress Zoë greeted Dominic with her usual calm smile, but he couldn’t help feeling she was looking at him oddly.

“Mistress?”

“I beg your pardon, sir, you have a…” She indicated the side of his face with a finger. “May I?” She stopped him there, under a gas lamp, to brush at his temple, regarding him the while, and gave a little satisfied nod. “There, sir. Your companion has already arrived.”

“Thank you,” Dominic said, baffled, as she escorted him on.

She slipped away as he went into the room. Silas was there already. He looked around swiftly, grunting, “Evening,” as Dominic opened the door.

“Good evening to you.” Silas didn’t respond. He was looking at Dominic oddly. “Silas?”

Silas came over and took Dominic’s chin in his hand, tilting his face to the light. Not a move of domination, more as though examining his features, as Mistress Zoë had done. Heaven knew what smear of the streets he had on his face to elicit that intent look. “What are you doing?” Dominic asked.

“Nothing.” Silas let him go. “You’ve got pretty eyes.”

“Pretty?” Dominic repeated, with a ludicrous, unmanning pulse of pleasure. “Pretty?”

“Pretty as a girl.” Silas brushed a thumb over Dominic’s lips. “Pretty eyes, pretty mouth.”

That sounded as though it would be the prelude to some humiliation. But Silas didn’t continue. Just looked at him.

“Silas?”

“Dom.” He rasped the word. “Ah, hell. I think about you all the time.”

There seemed to be less air in the room suddenly, less light, the space contracting around them. “About me,” Dominic repeated.

“You. I was at a meeting, but all I had in my head was you. What you’d say, what you’d think.” His fingers pushed through Dominic’s hair, over his scalp, making him shiver. “I want to talk to you, not other folk. In the fight twenty-five years, and I’ve never doubted for a minute, and then you…”

“My friend called me a Whig the other night,” Dominic whispered, and that was perhaps the worst sweet nothing ever offered to a lover but Silas’s expression showed he understood precisely what it meant.

“Ever since I kissed you…” Silas moved closer, lips so near Dominic’s, not touching, quite.

“Before. Wednesday by Wednesday.” Wednesday by Wednesday, week by week, I have become yours for the taking.

“Aye. Aye, that’s the truth.” Silas’s breath over his skin made it tingle. “It’s ruining me.”

“It—”

“Ruining me. Making me doubt, making me fearful—ah, fuck it.” Silas ducked his head and rested it heavily on Dominic’s shoulder. Dominic put his arms around him like an automaton. “Hell’s tits, what have we done?”

He sounded despairing, and Dominic felt a moment’s panic. “What’s happened?”

“Nothing. Nothing. Except, I can’t seem to…Rot it. I thought about giving up.”

“Don’t do that,” Dominic said without thinking, and Silas’s head came up.

“See? That ain’t what you’re meant to say, is it? Jack Cade tells you he wants to give it up, before these God-rotted bills even pass, and you say ‘don’t’? What kind of bloody useless Home Office man are you?”

Dominic choked on a laugh, felt Silas’s shoulders shake, but it wasn’t funny and they both knew it. “Are you serious? You want to stop your, uh, work?”

“No. I don’t. I can’t. That’s my life, understand? All my life, everything I’ve worked for, my people.” He didn’t say friends. He never spoke of friends. It had occurred to Dominic to wonder if his grim, snarling, driven lover had friends. “I don’t want to, but I’m thinking about it. Because we fuck on Wednesdays? Because a highborn Tory deigns to look down into the gutter?”

“Don’t give me that,” Dominic said sharply. “You know that’s not what this is. You’re finding yourself less certain in your certainties? Well, so am I.”

“And you shouldn’t be,” Silas gritted out. “Where does this leave us after? Me turning my back on everything I ever believed? You handing in your resignation? Where?”

“After. After what?”

“After…Christ, I don’t know. There’ll be an after, though, won’t there? After I’m arrested, after I’m transported. After you find some gentry-man—”

“I had fifteen years to do that and failed,” Dominic said. “Why would that change now?”

“Because you got pretty eyes.” Silas sounded lost. “Such sodding pretty eyes.”

Dominic grasped his face, pulled him close, kissed him. Hard, leading this time. Pushed him backward, the pair of them stumbling together, mouths locked, until Silas’s back hit the wall, until he made a noise in Dominic’s mouth and grabbed his hair in one hand, arse in the other. They kissed ferociously, silently, each pulling the other closer, gentleman and ruffian locked together, until Silas broke off with a gasp.

“Coming on a bit strong, Tory.”

“I kneel for two reasons only, and the other one is prayer. It’s not how I am, not usually.”

Silas snorted. “Think I didn’t know that?”

“I know you did. That is one of the many reasons…” He didn’t know whether to say it. Whether Silas, with that dreadful look of shaken ground on his face, needed to hear the words or whether truth would just add to his burden.

Get on with it, Frey. “Listen to me,” Dominic continued. “I would very much like you to stop breaking the law of the land, particularly if these damned bills pass. I know why you do it, I—damn it—I respect why you do it, and I don’t want to see you lessened in your own eyes. You are an extraordinarily courageous, dedicated, wrongheaded sod. I know you love your country as much as I, even if it is a different country that we see.” He was staring into Silas’s eyes, willing him to hear. Nobody could call those eyes pretty, that nameless muddy mixture. “If you want to change your battle pitch to firmer ground, as it were, to stop risking your neck like the pigheaded oaf you are, it would be nothing more than good sense. But if you do not…I understand.”

“Aye, you do.” Silas’s mouth twisted. “That’s the worst of it; that’s what I can’t let go. You understand.”

“So do you.” Dominic didn’t know if it was an accusation or a declaration. “And I do understand, none better. Sometimes one must cleave to what one knows to be right in the teeth of all opposition. Sometimes it comes at an unbearable price. Sometimes one must even face the fact that one’s wishes may be wrong—”

“We still talking about politics?”

“It’s all the same,” Dominic said. “You’re going to get yourself transported for your seditious libels, and they won’t make a damned bit of difference in the end. And I will lose you, and I know it, but I have lost my dearest friend because I cannot lose you yet.”

Silas’s arms tightened around his waist. “Then he’s a fool. Dom—”

Dominic rested his forehead against Silas’s, closed his eyes. “Richard tells me I must be mad. I sometimes feel as though this room is the only sane place in the country.”

Silas gave a huff of dry amusement. “You think so?”

“We disagree without hatred, and fuck as we choose. If I were to give my idea of utopia…”

“Aye. Aye, that’s true enough.”

“There is no fine gentleman for me,” Dominic said softly. “I had the finest gentleman in the land once, and I didn’t want him. I want my firebrand. And I want no after. I will fight against after with everything at my disposal, and if—when—there is an after, it will be bleak indeed.”

“Tory…” Silas whispered.

“Ssh.” Dominic kissed him gently. “I know it is not your habit to lean on anyone. You are the tower of strength out there, aren’t you? Always taking the brunt of it all. But in here, at least, let me bear your weight.”

Silas made a little noise in his throat. His chest heaved, just once, and they stood in silence as Dominic held him.

“Christ,” he said at last, into Dominic’s shoulder. “You know how to unman a cove.”

“Not my intention.”

“No. Ah, Tory.” He took a deep breath and straightened. “I got you the book.”

Dominic accepted the change of tone, because Silas needed it and because he’d been hoping to hear that ever since he’d asked Silas to act in his capacity of bookseller rather than revolutionary. “Thank you. May I see?”

It was a slim volume of medium size, the pages stitched together but not yet bound. Silas handed it over with something like reluctance. “Just look.”

Dominic opened it and gave a little gasp. “My stars.”

“Ain’t it?”

They sat on the bed together, since there was nowhere else for two to sit in a room designed for fucking, and leafed through the pages. “My stars,” he repeated, awestruck. “It’s stunning.”

The printed text was not set in type but in a flowing hand, cramped at points and irregular. Dominic brushed a finger over the page, felt the slight contours of the letters under his skin.

“You can feel it, can’t you? It’s what he calls relief etching,” Silas said. “Most engravings are what you call intaglio, right? You cut into the plate, and the cuts hold the ink, and that goes flat onto the paper. He uses a stuff that acid can’t burn and then burns away the plate round it so the printing surface stands proud instead of being carved in. So when the plate meets the paper, as well as the inks you get debossing, the sunken-in effect. Gives it a feel.”

The technicalities of printing were not Dominic’s area of interest, but he’d listen to anything for that intense fascination in Silas’s tone. “So he prints back to front, as it were?”

“Well, all printing’s back to front. His is back to front and inside out.”

I can see why it speaks to you, Julius had said. Dominic smiled to himself, leafing through images of a gloriously orange-red tiger, a worm-eaten rose. “Remarkable. How would you recommend it bound?”

“However you like,” Silas said gruffly, and, after a moment, added, “But if you want to treat it well, Morocco. Proper goat leather, none of your imitation. Shows off the gilding. Citron, maybe; that would look very fine.”

Dominic committed citron, Morocco, goat to memory. “And this is his collection of poetry?”

“Makes more sense than the other, I reckon you’ll say.”

Dominic stopped at random on an illustration of a severe, kneeling monk, and read aloud.


“I went to the Garden of Love.

And saw what I never had seen:

A Chapel was built in the midst,

Where I used to play on the green.

“And the gates of this Chapel were shut,

And Thou shalt not, writ over the door;

So I turn’d to the Garden of Love,

That so many sweet flowers bore.

“And I saw it was filled with graves,

And tomb-stones where flowers should be:

And Priests in black gowns, were walking their rounds,

And—”


His voice cracked. Silas finished the poem, with unusual gentleness:


“And binding with briars, my joys & desires.”


“That,” Dominic said. “That is…”

“Aye.”

“Have you met him? Blake?”

“Few times. Bit odd.” Silas coughed. “He, uh, reckons he talks to angels.”

Dominic could well imagine it. If he could write like this, draw like this, think like this, he would probably believe he had been touched by God too. He turned a few more pages, needing to keep handling this lovely, wild thing, to be sure he owned it. “Anything he’s written, any of these illustrated books, I’ll take them. Can you get them for me?”

“Dare say. They get odder.”

“I’m sure they do.” He had read The Marriage of Heaven and Hell over and over again since Silas had given him a copy. Half of it made no sense, and what he did follow he mostly disagreed with, and the whole thing made him quiver with a sense of terrible possibility. A whirling cloud of madman’s words, ringing with half-understood notes of something that resonated within.

…the enjoyments of Genius, which to Angels look like torment and insanity.

“Thank you for this,” he said quietly. “For the books. For Blake. For the ways you have changed me.”

Silas took the book from his hands and put it on the table, then came back to stand over Dominic as he sat on the edge of the bed. “Ah, Tory. Lie back. Arms out.”

Dominic did as bid. Silas looked down at him. “Right. You stay there, and you don’t move without I tell you, understand?”

Dominic nodded. Silas knelt with the ungainly movements of a bulky man and brushed his hands over Dominic’s spread thighs, over his breeches, up and down.

“Pretty eyes,” Silas said, meditatively. “And a pretty mouth. And you know how you look when you do what I say?”

“No.”

Silas smiled. A little, almost shy smile, not the snarling one Dominic was used to. “Love seeketh not itself to please.” His palm over Dominic’s groin, gently massaging his growing arousal. “Nor for itself hath any care; But for another gives its ease.” Other hand freeing the buttons of his breeches. “And builds a Heaven in Hell’s despair.”

Silas was only quoting. Blake’s words, by the cadence, not his own. Dominic still took them and held them, deep within.

Silas ran a finger along Dominic’s length. “Heaven in Hell’s despair. You’re mine, understand? Mine to the bone.”

“Yes.” Too true, hopelessly true.

“I own you, Tory. Nobody else. No lackwit gentry-fuckster who doesn’t know how to treat you right.” His hand was around Dominic’s prick, fingers just touching, making him wait. Dominic’s fingers were clenched on empty air. “Like it’s a hardship to have those pretty eyes pleading. Like I wouldn’t want that pretty mouth telling me I’m the master here. Christ, the way you give it up to me. I own you.”

Silas was still scarcely making contact. Dominic held himself rigid against the urge to squirm and thrust and plead. Fully clothed except for the open breeches, sprawled, exposed.

“And I know you want me to fuck you right now, make you squeal like a cat,” Silas murmured. “But I ain’t going to, and you know why? Because there’s nothing gets you harder than me taking what I want. So I’ll just use you to please myself, and you’ll love it, Tory, you know you will.”

Dominic made an incoherent noise. Silas grinned. “Now. Don’t fucking move, and don’t spend either. You spend, you’ll regret it.”

He dipped his head and took Dominic in his mouth.

Dominic went rigid, nails digging into his palms. Silas had never done that before, had handled him often enough, but this was new. This would never, ever have been right, except that he was crucified by his own obedience, pinned on the bed. Silas’s breath was rasping, interspersed with little grunts, fingers hard on Dominic’s hips. Tongue curling, lips working—

“I said don’t fucking spend,” Silas said pulling his mouth off. “So why can I taste you’re about to? I said, why?”

“Because you’re making me,” Dominic managed. “Because—God—please, please, don’t make me—” Silas was sucking harder, fingers digging into tender flesh, other hand applying near-painful pressure to Dominic’s balls as if warning him to hold back. “Please! I can’t—” Silas gave a warning growl, even as he took Dominic deep into his mouth, almost to the root, and Dominic cried out in shock and pleasure and alarm as he came, hopelessly obedient and disobedient at once.

He lay back on the bed, gasping. Silas swallowed, coughed, and moved away to take a gulp of wine.

“Not done that in a while,” he muttered. “And I fucking warned you, Tory.”

“Not fair.”

“Never said I was fair. Strip.”

Dominic swung himself off the bed, undressing quickly. There was a glint in Silas’s eye that made him want to laugh, a pure, impish spark of enjoyment.

Silas had always treated him with terrible seriousness before, dark pleasures taken in a dark mood. Now he had an almost conspiratorial look on his face, and Dominic felt a bubble of happiness that put nothing in the way of his nervous tension.

He lay on the bed, naked and spread-eagled on his back. Silas moved around, chaining him down with the padded iron cuffs attached to each bedpost. The cuff around his left ankle gave trouble, and Silas swore under his breath as he forced it shut.

“Right,” he said, and came over to sit by Dominic’s head, pulling off his neckcloth. “Can’t have you distracting me with those pretty, begging eyes of yours, can I?”

A blindfold. Dominic swallowed. “Please don’t.”

Silas ran a finger down Dominic’s face. “No? Why not?”

“I don’t like it.” It terrified him. To be at the mercy of an unseen figure, not to know what was coming…The blood thumped in his ears.

“Afraid of the dark?” Silas asked. “And what if I want you to be afraid, Tory?”

Dominic licked his lips. He wanted, truly wanted, to say no, and that awareness had his whole body shaking with arousal, poised at that exhilarating point between pleasure, pain, and fear. This was the torment and insanity, the enjoyment of angels, when he was helpless in Silas’s hands.

“Frighten me,” Dominic whispered.

Three hard, quick raps rang out. Dominic couldn’t even tell where they came from for a second, and then the door was thrown open. He pulled, uselessly, against the chains as Silas sprang up, protectively shielding Dominic’s face from whoever was coming in. “What the hell—”

“Raid.” Mistress Zoë’s voice, but without the usual calm courtesy. “Get out now.” An urgent command.

“The devil!” Dominic jerked at his bonds, careless of his nakedness in front of a woman, of anything except the very real fear.

Silas was already undoing his left wrist cuff, clumsy with urgency. Zoë hurried to Dominic’s left ankle. Silas got his cuff undone first and scrambled over the bed, down Dominic’s body to his other ankle. Dominic lunged underneath him to free his right wrist, fumbling with the unfamiliar mechanism.

“Go!” he barked at Silas. “You’re dressed. Don’t wait.”

“Piss off,” Silas said through his teeth as the ankle cuff came loose, and moved back to take over freeing his wrist.

“Get out of here!” Dominic glared up at him. “Just go.”

“Silas boy, listen to him. If you stay in this room, he is a fucked man.” Zoë was still struggling with the left ankle cuff, the one that had given Silas trouble when he shut it. “Because this ain’t coming off.”

“Hell and thunder.” Dominic pulled against the cuff. No give. Of course there was no give in the iron around the sturdy oak. He jerked harder, feeling the bond cut into his skin.

Zoë slapped his ankle. “Stop that. Not helping.”

“Buggery,” Silas said. “Let me—”

Zoë shoved him physically, backward to the door. “Fuck off now, before you put him in the pillory. Get out!”

“Go on!” Dominic put everything he had into it, frightened now beyond anything he’d known in a long time. “Silas, go.”

“I’m not leaving you tied to a fucking bed!” Silas snarled. He grabbed the bedpost, desperately exerting his strength against it. Dominic sat up, hampered by the chain, ready to help against the solid, seasoned wood.

Zoë glared. “Don’t be stupid. Go! Ah, hell, they’re through the main door.”

Dominic had heard it too, the sudden increase in noise that meant someone had the heavy, padded downstairs door open. There were screams, feminine ones, mingling with masculine shouts and the tramp of feet.

Silas’s eyes were wild and wide. “Run,” Dominic begged him. “Please!”

“No,” Zoë said. “Too late now. Get behind the screen.”

“What?” Silas said incredulously.

“Do as I say. Me and the gentleman will handle this. Now, fuckster!”

Silas gave Dominic a last look and ducked behind the screen that stood in the corner, as if that would stave off discovery for more than thirty seconds. Dominic opened his mouth and received a powerful shove in the chest from Zoë’s hand.

“Back on the bed, sir. Ah, the things I do for your man.” She hitched up her skirts, revealing frilly drawers, climbed onto the bed, and swung a leg over him.

“What are you doing?” Dominic yelped.

“Nobody ever tell you it works with ladies too?” Zoë pulled down her bodice, exposing an extremely ample bosom, grabbed his hands, clamped them to her breasts, and started bouncing over him. Her skirts covered most of the bed. “Well, I’d say that was a shame, but truth be told, there’s enough stiff-standers to keep business good and every one of ’em much like the rest. So between us, you can keep yours for Silas, but as far as everyone else is concerned, you and me are doing it St. George style right now. Got it? Here they come, sir. Give a girl a smile.”

They. A thundering of boots in the passage, doors slamming open—

“Come on, try and look like you like it, pretty eyes,” Zoë snapped, heaving her hips over him. “It’s my reputation too.” She threw back her head, rolling her shoulders to jiggle her already impressive bosom, and let out a loud cry of what Dominic could only assume was the sound of female satisfaction. “Oh, sir! Oh, what a monster you’ve—aawk!” Her shriek as the door crashed open was authentically earsplitting, so much so that the men who shoved their way in recoiled. “What the devil’s this? Get out, you whoreson peepers!”

“It’s the madam, sir,” said one of the men over his shoulder. He turned back and his eyes focused on Dominic. “Oh Jesus!”

Home Office. Work. His men.

He took a deep breath, calling on his memories of all the bullies and braggarts he knew, from Lord Maltravers downward. Red-faced, loud of voice, trampling lesser men with contemptuous disregard. “What the devil do you louts think you’re playing at?” he demanded, at full volume. “Who the hell’s in charge here? Get out! Can you not see I’m busy?”

There was a frantic stir in the ranks, and an all-too-familiar lanky form appeared. He stared at Dominic naked on the bed under an angry, half-clothed, huge-breasted woman.

“Mr. Frey?” Skelton said blankly.

“What the blazes is this?” Dominic shouted. “Have you turned flashman? What business have you here, sir?”

“I, ah, we had information—” Skelton glanced at Zoë, who wobbled her chest at him with a shameless leer. He blinked, and forced his eyes away. “It’s a private matter, sir.”

“So is mine,” Dominic said meaningfully. “And I should like to get on with it, and I will speak to you tomorrow.”

“I beg your pardon, Mr. Frey. We had reports this was a house of ill repute—”

“What does it look like, a fucking nunnery?” Skelton flinched, as well he might: Dominic was not known for raising his voice, let alone for foul language. “Have you any other brilliant insights for me?”

“I, uh.” Skelton was staring at the other end of the bed now. At, in fact, the cuff on Dominic’s ankle. No wonder he was distracted. Dominic Frey, the upstanding, respectable gentleman, chained to a bed with a whore on top of him. A small part of Dominic’s mind was screaming at how fast this news would spread; a larger part noted that he owed Zoë a pourboire the size of his usual monthly payment. “We, uh, need to search the house, sir.” Skelton was visibly pulling himself together. “There’s a seditionist here.”

“Sedition in my house?” Zoë squawked. “That’s slanderous talk!”

“He was followed here.” Skelton addressed that to Dominic. “A dangerous rogue—”

“Well, get on and find him then. No, somewhere else, clodhopper, do you think I have radicals under the bed in here? Will you leave me to my business!” Dominic shouted. The men who had tried to enter fell back in confusion. “And leave this lady to hers, because she is about my business! Are you all eunuchs?”

“Yes, sir—no, sir. Come on, everybody out. Move, you oafs!” Skelton pushed the men around him back. “Out. I beg your pardon, sir. Uh…” He flailed for words. “Enjoy your evening.” He shut the door.

Dominic looked at the door for a moment and then up into Zoë’s face. She had her lips pressed together, and as she caught his eye, she began to shudder, then bent over him, pressed her face into his chest, and let out a muffled howl of laughter.

“I’m glad that amused you.” Dominic put his hands over his eyes. “Dear heaven. My reputation.”

“Enjoy your evening, sir!” She guffawed. “Fucking nunnery!”

This was not funny, not at all, and he absolutely did not want to laugh. Dominic bit his lip, couldn’t quite tell if the shaking was Zoë or himself, then gave up the struggle to maintain a shred of dignity.

“You two can cackle,” Silas growled, emerging from behind the screen. “What sort of gimcrack place is this? The hell sort of whorehouse has chains that don’t come off?”

“It’s not her fault,” Dominic said, recovering himself. “Mechanisms break.”

“See, that’s a gentleman,” Zoë told Silas. “But I must beg your pardon, sir.”

“Not at all,” Dominic said, with equal courtesy, to the woman straddling him. “It was unfortunate, to say the least, but you run an excellent house, and I suspect you may have saved both our necks. At the cost of my reputation, but…”

“Probably done it a world of good,” Silas growled. “Zoë doesn’t tup just anyone.”

She grinned. “Only the ones with pretty eyes.”

“Yes,” Dominic said. “About that—”

“Aye, well, and you,” Silas interrupted. “That how you talk when you’re in charge?”

“Not often, no. Could somebody, perhaps, get this cuff off my ankle?”

Zoë shifted off him to stand against the door, as Silas set to examining the cuff’s mechanism, and Dominic pulled a sheet over himself, with some relief.

“So, Silas boy. You brought the hounds to my house?” Zoë said.

“Why were they pursuing you?” Dominic put in.

“Don’t know. No idea. Didn’t know they were, any more than usual. Maybe to have a seditionist plucked and ready if the bills pass. Jack Cade, ripe for transportation.”

Dominic couldn’t help but glance at Zoë. She gave him a wry look. “Yes, I knew that. And so did you, Mr. Frey.” She’d never used his name before, always the anonymous “sir.” “So…” She glanced between them.

“What?” growled Silas, crossing to the drawer of toys.

“I beg your pardon, sir,” she said to Dominic. “But I don’t want you meeting here no more.”

“Why not?” Silas fished out a slim piece of metal that doubtless had some painful purpose and went back to work at the faulty cuff.

“Because I can’t be raided again. They might come for the radicals, but they’ll take the gentlemen if they get ’em. This house is nothing if it ain’t safe. We usually pay ’em off, sir, but it seems like your lot wouldn’t be paid. So if Silas is bringing your boys here, Mr. Frey, and you can’t stop that, well, I’ve other clients to think about. And there’s another thing.” She folded her arms, bringing her chin up in defiance. “Foxy David.”

“Who?” Dominic asked.

“Your pal Richard’s flashman.” Silas bent his strength against the clasp and gave a grunt of triumph as it opened at last, freeing Dominic’s ankle. “What about him?”

“I don’t want to lose this place, and I don’t want Will and Jon to lose theirs,” Zoë said. “And we’ve had our instructions from Foxy, which is as much as to say from his lordship, and they’re not to be crossed.” She glanced at Dominic, then raised a brow. “You do know that?”

“I am at a loss as to your meaning,” Dominic said, swinging off the bed to grab his clothes. “Or…By this Foxy, do you happen to mean a redheaded man, of slim build?”

“Hold on,” Silas said. “Foxy David, the flashman, he’s Lord Richard’s valet as well?”

“Cyprian. He really does get everywhere,” Dominic muttered. He did not like Richard’s sly, silent henchman. The valet was a spymaster who put Sir Francis Walsingham in the shade and served Richard with the same single-minded intensity that Walsingham had given his queen. Dominic had often thought the man would adorn the Home Office, but he appeared to be satisfied to black Richard’s boots, which were, admittedly, among the best in London. Dominic had long felt an irrational but deep-seated mistrust of the valet’s amoral devotion. “What has he to do with it?”

“The first rule of this house or Quex’s,” Zoë said. “No harm to Mr. Frey.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Lord Richard’s orders, via Foxy. Games are games, Silas boy, but if you bring him down, Foxy will take it out of my skin and Jon’s too.”

“My affairs are none of Richard’s business, nor his concern,” Dominic said furiously. “None. His opinion is not relevant.”

“Oh, sir,” Zoë said. “It’s all about Lord Richard’s business. How do you think you two met?”

“Through Jon,” Silas said. “Jon said to me—”

“Foxy told me, find me a bully to do Mr. Frey as he likes it, someone who won’t hurt him. I talked to Jon, and he said why not you, and what that means, Silas Mason, is if you ruin the gentleman here, it’s our fault. We brought the pair of you together, and now look.” Zoë was intent on Silas, whose face was slack with shock. “Foxy’s already livid over that shiner you gave him. You think I’m going to lose everything we’ve worked for, me and Jon and Will, to give you a tupping-station?”

“You knew who he was, all along,” Silas said. “You could have told me, you damned sow.”

“We all knew who he was except you,” Zoë hissed, “and we all knew who you was except him, and how the fuck was anyone to know that you two was too stupid to ask each other?”

“Excuse me,” Dominic said.

Zoë pressed her lips together. “I beg your pardon for speaking out of turn, sir. But this is my house, and I want it to stay that way. I don’t want raids, and I don’t want to stand in the pillory for running a disorderly house, and I don’t want Foxy calling in the mortgage and me finding myself without a place at all because you’re bent on showing I can’t be trusted to run it right!”

“I will not have that,” Dominic said. “Absolutely not. I shall have words to speak with Richard. I am not governed by his damned spy of a valet.” He jerked his breeches shut with angry hands. “You have done nothing but your duty, and I shall not see you suffer for it.”

“You say that, sir—”

“Yes, I do. Nor is it contingent on whether we use this house, which I agree we should no longer do anyway. Whatever happens, mistress, you will not bear the consequences.” He sat on the bed to pull on his boots.

“Then what?” Silas demanded. “If we can’t meet here—”

“My rooms—”

“Don’t be a fool.”

“My rooms, I was going to say, would be indiscreet. So would your blasted bookshop. Uh, mistress?” Dominic looked up. “If you have any advice…”

“I do, yes, sir,” she said, in a very patient voice that reminded Dominic of his old nurse. “Have you considered maybe finding someone else to serve you that isn’t liable to be arrested any moment? I could—”

“No. No, that is not the advice I seek.”

“Maybe she’s right,” Silas said, voice full of grit. “You just lied to your own men. If they’d caught me here, they’d have had you twice over, for conspiracy as well as sodomy. Did you even think about that?”

He hadn’t thought about any of it except the urgent need to put the law off both their tails. “It could hardly have made things worse.”

“Yes, it could. I don’t want to be your ruin, Dom.”

“It’s too late for that.” Dominic tried a smile. It didn’t quite work, because Silas was looking at him.

Zoë glanced between them. “Uh, gentlemen? This is a house of assignation, remember? You’re meant to come here to fuck, that’s all. Oh, bollocks, I can’t bear lovebirds. All right.” She sounded thoroughly put-upon. “I’ll find another address, but it ain’t going to be anywhere grand, and you, Silas Mason, if you get followed again, you can do for yourself from then on. And, sir, if you can let it be known I’m doing my best—”

“You won’t suffer through my act, or my neglect, mistress.”

She gave a long sigh. “Oh, I’ve got something to say to that brother of mine. Him and his ideas. You two stay here now, and I’ll let you know when the coast is clear.”

Dominic looked after the closed door, then back at Silas. “Well. That was exciting.”

“Aye. Going to bring you trouble?”

Dominic shrugged. “No laws against a man seeking paid company. I doubt I’ve improved my moral standing at the office, but under the circumstances, I shan’t complain.”

“True. Good girl, Zoë. Thinks fast, and she don’t let you down.”

“I will make sure she doesn’t suffer,” Dominic said. “I had no idea of this interference of Richard’s, you know.” He wondered briefly if Richard had given that outrageous instruction to find his friend a suitable lover or if it had been one of Cyprian’s manipulations, carrying out his master’s assumed will rather than his orders. Either way, Dominic felt a dark satisfaction at how very much Richard would be regretting it now.

Silas gave him a rueful look. “Nor I, of Jon and Zoë’s. Feel a bit stupid, to be honest.”

“Possibly not as stupid as I do.”

“No, probably not. That Zoë, she might save your arse but never your face. You ever had a woman, Dom?”

“What? Uh, no, as it happens. I was with Richard until my twenties, by which time I was quite sure I had no curiosity to satisfy. Why do you ask?”

“Just wondering. Way you looked. I don’t know.” Silas shifted. “We’re tangled all to hell in each other’s meshes, and I don’t know anything about you.”

“You know everything about me. You know how I want to fuck and what I want to read and what matters to me. You know all that even when I don’t.”

“I damn near got you caught,” Silas growled. “Led them here and tied you to a fucking bed to wait for them.”

“If you imagine I didn’t notice you trying to free me when you should have been running for your life—”

“I’m not a traitor.”

“You’re a damned fool.” Dominic walked up to him, brushing a hand over his prickly hair. Silas looked away, shamefaced and awkward, and Dominic was almost sure he knew why.

Almost, and there was a wide, deep gap between that and certainty, but if he could not humiliate himself with Silas, where could he?

“Silas,” he said softly. “As Mistress Zoë has deduced, as my friend has told me, as I suspect you know too—”

“Don’t. Don’t say it.”

“I must. I have been coming to love you for a long time, you damned seditious brute, as I almost found the courage to tell you earlier. Wednesday by Wednesday, week by week, I have loved you.” He ran his hands gently down Silas’s sides, to his hips. “I know the burden this puts on you, and that it is a crackbrained, dangerous way to go on, but I also know what it is to lay my life waste. I will not do it again.”

“Say that when I lead the hounds to your door,” Silas growled.

“We’ll have to make sure you don’t.”

Silas made an inarticulate noise of frustration. “Christ’s blood! What am I to do? What the hell do you think I’m going to do?”

“Continue as you were, I expect. I don’t ask you to be less of a radical. I certainly shall not be less of a Tory. It is a matter of personal triumph that I have made you care for me anyway, you revolutionary swine.”

“Who says?” Silas growled, tugging him close. He brushed a hand through Dominic’s hair, pushed at his head in order to kiss the side of his neck. Dominic shivered. “You blasted…ah God, Dom.” Silas’s arms tightened around him, so hard it almost hurt. “Don’t say it, eh? Don’t tell me. It’s bad enough already.”

“Why is it bad?”

“The more you have, the more you have to lose. Your lot have all the advantages and we’ve got one. When you have nothing, you’ve got everything to fight for.” His voice dropped almost to inaudibility, whispered against Dominic’s skin. “And you just gave me everything, so how do I keep fighting now?”

Then stop, Dominic wanted to say. Please. If you do, I can shield you. I’ll drive Skelton off, I’ll make it all go away, and you can—

What? What would a firebrand do once extinguished? What would Silas do without his cause, or his pride?

Dominic held him in silence, listening to distant shouts, and wondered why this had to be impossible.


Chapter 7

They were next due to meet on the last Wednesday before Christmas.

Silas had little enough Yuletide spirit. He had nobody to share Christmas with, for one thing, with Harry gone to be a gentleman. He’d never made a fuss about the day, but Harry, with that irrepressible joy of his, had put up greenery and candles too, when the extravagance could be justified, and usually found something decent to make a meal. Silas, atheist to the core, had grumbled about waste and foolish superstition, but now there was no Harry after six years, and the prospect of a cheerless, lonely Christmas was bleak.

Not that he’d have it different. Harry had been a useless mouth to feed, that was all; if he was now rich and safe, that just spared Silas a responsibility. The boy would be a bloody fool to come back even to visit anyway, and Silas was glad to know he wasn’t. It was for the best.

It was bitter cold these days, the wind howling through the gaps in the bookshop walls and windows, and times were hard. Sales weren’t bad, but so many of the people around him were out of work, all of them needing help that nobody else would give, and then there was the endless, endless expense of printing.

He was running off his pamphlets after hours at his cousin’s printshopprint shop now, finding himself, to his own shame, too fearful to do the work on the handpress. Someone had exerted influence at the Home Office in some way Dominic hadn’t chosen to explain, but Silas hadn’t noticed any shadows on his tail in the last few days. That wasn’t going to last, though. Sidmouth’s bills were still going through Parliament, but Silas had a deep, sick conviction they’d pass, and when they did, the legitimate voices for reform would be silenced or driven underground, and the government’s men would swoop like vultures on them all.

The measures might not pass, he repeated to himself. Even Dominic didn’t like them. Surely there weren’t enough reactionaries, surely the Whigs and the moderate Tories would oppose…

He couldn’t quite make himself believe it.

These were his days. Hunger and desperation around him, writing with ever more anger and a growing sense of furious futility, and all of it harder and sharper because of Dominic, who loved him.

There were, Silas had learned from Zoë, men with tastes far odder than Dominic’s. Men who wore devices all the time, under their clothes: spiked things that dug in or consolateurs that stayed in place while you went about your business. Not something Silas would want. And yet, in some peculiar way, it was what he had, because Dom’s words stayed with him like a spiked collar, scraping at his skin, the points digging in sharp at unexpected moments, but always producing a steady hum of pain.

Wednesday by Wednesday, week by week, I have loved you.

Like Silas hadn’t. Like he didn’t dream of the Tory asleep and awake, like he hadn’t shamed himself with fantasies of lives together, like he hadn’t surrendered in his soul as much as Dom ever had on his knees. Like he didn’t want to give up everything he’d ever fought for, every scrap of it, for his dark-eyed beauty.

He feared in his bones that he’d give in if Dom asked, and Dom knew it and didn’t ask. Silas loved him more for that, with a heart so poorly suited and so unaccustomed to love that he felt it might burst its banks like one of London’s choked, fetid rivers.

He had no idea what to do with what he felt.

If you truly cared, you’d make him stop this before he runs his head into a noose. Silas told himself that every day. He might have been able to do it except that Dom had been left before, by that worthless, oversized prick who’d hurt him again and again, and Silas would not walk in that bastard’s shiny-booted footsteps.

He kept a weather eye out for spies on his way to the address he’d been sent. It was up west, near Grosvenor Square, a place called Bishop’s Yard. He’d had to look that up, and found it backing on to Mount Street, where Dominic lived. Convenient for him; a good few miles on foot for Silas.

That seemed oddly selfish—for Dominic, not for gentry in general—right up to the moment Silas gave the false name he’d been supplied, and the leather-jerkined man in the yard replied, with utter boredom: “Here about the binding? Gawd, him and his books. First floor, up the back stairs and round.”

“Hold on. Where’m I going to?”

“Mr. Frey’s. Go on, get on. It’s too cold for chat.”

Disbelieving, sure this was wrong, but unwilling to draw attention, Silas went through the indicated door and up the stairs. He knocked.

A housemaid answered. “Delivery? Oh, no, you’re the book man.” She looked him up and down, gave a little sniff. “Well, in you come.” She ushered him into a book-lined study, curtains drawn and fire blazing, warmly decorated in shades of red that made him think of the wines they had drunk. “I’ll let the master know you’re here.”

And then, a few long moments later, Dominic. He walked in with a word of courteous greeting, shut the door, and took Silas, astonished and unresisting, in his arms.

Silas allowed himself one long, greedy kiss, because he couldn’t not, then wrenched away. “Have you lost your mind?”

“Possibly.” Dom’s eyes were sparkling darkness. “Probably. On the other hand, I do have some small powers of planning. You are chilled to the bone.”

“It’s damned cold out.”

“Bath,” Dominic said. “I had one drawn. No, I am quite serious.”

“You can’t just put a passing bookseller into a bath,” Silas growled. “You don’t think the servants will notice?”

“The servants have all gone home but one, and she is leaving now,” Dominic said, rather smugly. “I gave them the evening off. You and I, my friend, have the place to ourselves. And I don’t think we will be able to repeat this, so shall we not waste our time in argument?”

Silas blinked at him. “Right. Bath, you say?”

He’d never had a bath, not in a private way. He washed, like everyone else, under the pump or with a pitcher and a bowl, went to the bathhouse as a luxury. Dom had had people boiling water for this, lugging great pitchers of the stuff up the stairs, and Silas didn’t believe for a second that it was leftover bathwater either. This was for him.

The bath stood in a bedroom, in front of another fire. Coals that could keep half the street warm in a set of rooms for one man that had enough space for twenty. The water was deep enough to soak in up to his neck and so hot that it seared his chilled toes before warming them. He shut his eyes, feeling the soothing heat, and heard a soft tread on the floor.

“How’s that?” Dominic asked.

“Very nice. Thought I needed cleaning up, did you?”

“Honestly? Yes.”

Fair enough. He was dirty, and knew it. It wasn’t possible to be otherwise. His cropped hair kept him free of lice, and he sluiced himself down whatever the weather because he’d read a lot on hygienic living, but there wasn’t much more a working man could do.

Except take a wealthy man as lover, of course.

He harrumphed in response and reached for the washcloth Dominic held out. It was a rare pleasure, scrubbing at himself, sluicing water through his hair, with the frothiest, sweetest soap he’d ever touched. It was Dom’s soap, the stuff Silas had smelled on his skin. He’d smell of it for a little while, carrying the Tory around with him in a cloud, before it wore off with time and grime, and the thought was a painful joy.

The bathwater, when he opened his eyes to look at it, was murky.

“God’s tits,” he muttered. Honest dirt shouldn’t be an embarrassment, of course. Bathing was another luxury the rich kept to themselves, that was all. But in this clean, airy room, the dirt made him feel his place.

Was this Dominic’s bedroom? It had a large bed, with an iron frame that brought ideas to mind and a mirror opposite that added to them. No pictures on the wall, no china or trinkets or silver knickknacks or whatever gentlemen usually had, no anything that spoke of his personality. Just a bed, a chest, and a lot of shelves with a lot of books.

Books and a bed. If the floor had been bare, rather than covered in rugs, and the bed had been smaller and harder, the blankets coarse instead of fine, and the walls dirty, it could have been Silas’s own room.

Dominic had gone out while he washed. Silas could have sworn he heard voices, low, somewhere outside. He didn’t let it worry him. It might be people in the hallway of the building; if it was an unexpectedly returned servant, well, Dom was no fool.

The man in his thoughts came back in a moment later. “Done? Good heavens.”

“Aye, well.” Silas gave his short hair a last scrub and a doglike shake and hauled himself out of the tub. Dominic stood with a towel, a great clean sheet. “Reckon I might get that dirty.”

“It doesn’t matter if you do.” Dominic enfolded him in the towel, warm and dry and the softest thing he’d ever felt against his skin, rubbing it gently over him. “That looks like it feels better.”

“Not so bad. Comfortable things, your luxuries.”

“That’s what they’re for,” Dominic agreed. “Silas, I hope you know—I know you know that I have no desire to change you. Or, at least, that I am not fool enough to embark on any such fruitless quest. You do me very well as you are. You know that, yes?”

“What are you getting at?”

“This.” Dominic stepped away and indicated a neat pile of clothes on the bed.

“What’s that?”

“Christmas. I wanted you here, and I wanted you to be comfortable here, so, uh, I hope they fit.”

Silas picked up the garments with exaggerated disbelief. They were…

They were, in fact, perfect.

Not shining new. Not obtrusive. Not smart. The decent garb of a decent man. Precisely the sort of thing that a prosperous bookseller of the middle sort might wear: a good linen shirt, a decent brown waistcoat and darker coat. A pair of breeches.

“You bought me clothes,” Silas said.

“I have so much.” Dominic sounded a little stifled. “Please, let me give you something of use. I promise, I did consider— Look, could you just try to take this in the spirit in which it’s meant?”

“And what spirit’s that?”

“A radical one, of course. Sharing my wealth. We both know this isn’t going to happen twice, Silas. I hoped to make it good.”

Silas forced out his instinctive reluctance on a breath. “Ah, you bugger. All right. But you’re a prick.”

“You’re welcome.”

The clothes did fit, very well. Dominic knew his body, of course, none better, but it was still a little odd. Odder for Silas to look in the mirror and see himself appear respectable. A white shirt, a neat neckcloth, a coat that wasn’t torn or dusty. Himself pink with scrubbing, and his brindled hair looking rather more flecked with white than usual.

Dominic came behind him, looking into the mirror, slipping hands around his waist. “Most suitable.”

“Aye, well.” He did look…not a match for his Welsh lovely, fine as ever in a smart blue coat, but the contrast was less aggressive than usual. Fine clothes make the man, people said with a sneer. “Here’s a question, Tory. Why have we got me dressed instead of getting you undressed?”

Dominic didn’t quite meet his eye. “Later. Come through to the study.”

“Why?”

“Come on.” Dom headed off. Baffled, Silas followed, back into the warm book-lined room.

There was a man there. A handsome young gentleman standing by the fire, and Silas had time for one shocked inhalation before he saw who it was.

“Harry?”

“Oh God, Silas.” Harry was in his arms, hugging him ferociously. “Oh God, I am so glad to see you!”

“Harry.” Silas hugged him back, squeezing his eyes shut. “What are you doing here?”

“Dominic asked me what you wanted for Christmas,” Harry said with a choke of a laugh, “and I said you’d want to see me, which I dare say was terribly arrogant, but if he gave you anything else, you’d just sell whatever it was and hand the proceeds over to the first half-starved beggar you saw, and oh, Silas, I have missed you so much. God, it’s good to see you.” He pulled away a little so they could look at one another. “Oh, yes, they fit. You look so respectable I wouldn’t have known you.”

“I don’t know you. Is that an earring? You prancing fop.”

Harry flushed, grinning. “I had it done last week. Julius says we should set a new fashion.”

Behind them, Dominic made a despairing sort of noise. Dominic, who had given him Harry for Christmas. Silas looked around and saw him, standing there, watching.

“Ah, Tory,” he said roughly. “I…” He couldn’t find words somehow. Anger, scathing denunciation or accusation, came to his pen without trouble. This rendered him speechless.

Dominic smiled, with something almost painful in his expression. “The plan is to dine here, as best we can, so you—we—have the whole evening. I’ll let you two reacquaint yourselves. Excuse me.”

Silas reached out, grabbing Dominic’s hand before he could leave the room. “Dom.” He wanted to say, Nobody has ever, in my life, done anything like this for me. He gripped the hand he held harder, looking into Dom’s dark eyes, and saw the smile there.

“I know,” Dominic said softly. “My pleasure.”

Silas let him go and turned back to Harry, who was watching him with a somewhat slack-jawed expression.

“What?”

“What do you mean, what? You know perfectly well what. Good God, Silas. You, uh, you do know he’s a Tory?” Silas glowered. Harry spread his hands. “Well, for heaven’s sake, you must see it’s a little…unexpected.”

“I’ve not changed my views.” It was important Harry should know that. “Fine clothes be damned. I’m not changing, nor giving up the fight either.”

“Well, I know that, you fool. So what are you doing?”

Silas snorted. “Wish I knew. Look, you tell me how you are, all right?”

“My grandfather tried to murder me and now I’m rich. Are you in love?”

“Your grandfather did what?”

“I’ll tell you later. If you answer the question.”

God, he’d have liked to. Harry was the only one he could talk to about this, the only one who knew Dominic’s world as well as Silas’s own and wouldn’t raise an eyebrow at any bedroom doings, randy little sod that he was. “Don’t be stupid. Look at me. Look at him, damn it. Someone like that, what would I be doing—”

“In his home, with him spending all last week planning this for you?” Harry supplied helpfully. “Seeing him at the risk of both your necks, with the Home Office at your heels?”

“Shut your mouth, Harry. Or, no, if you’re going to babble, tell me this. That big cousin of yours.” He wasn’t sure what to ask. Does he still want Dominic? Does Dominic still want him?

“Richard?” Harry pulled a face. “He’s not happy. They’re not speaking, you know, he and Dominic, because of—well, you. Julius says it’s good for both of them,” he added hastily. “Julius says it’s about time they stopped being in one another’s way.”

“Julius is very welcome to attend to his own affairs,” Dominic said from the doorway. He had a bottle in one hand, three glasses—perfect, clean, long-stemmed crystal—in the other. “Champagne?”

They talked and drank. It was dreamlike. A warm room, unimaginable comfort that the other two took for granted, and Harry, so simply happy, chattering on about his new life, his plans for the future, his unexpected windfall courtesy of the woman he hadn’t married. The phrase “Julius says” recurred about every three sentences. After a while Silas caught Dominic’s eye when Harry said it and was hard put not to laugh.

They talked about the six bills too, Harry darting glances between Silas and Dominic as if unable to believe they wouldn’t go for each other’s throats. He was a little respectful of Dominic, a little cautious. He saw the formidable Tory, Silas supposed, the face Dominic presented to the world. He didn’t know the truth. That was for Silas.

And Dom had been right about the clothes on some odd level. Silas’s respectable appearance was part of this dream where he sat in a warm room talking radical politics to gentlemen who listened and answered and cared what he thought. Where he was with Dom and Harry too, and it was no more than natural to be so.

They ate cold chicken, some sort of fish in some sort of jelly, whatever else was on the table. In other times the food might have been a rare treat, but it was nothing compared to the company. Dominic had opened a bottle of Hermitage, the vintage they’d had before, which Harry tossed back without noticing and Silas sipped slowly because he never wanted to forget the taste of this night.

They were drinking port in the study when the knock came to the door. Silas and Harry both twitched.

“Who the devil— I’ll attend to it.” Dominic got up. “Stay here.”

Silas glanced at Harry, who returned a questioning, tense look. Surely he hadn’t been followed here. He’d been bloody careful.

“What in the name of perdition do you want?” Dominic demanded from the hallway.

“You so often tell me to be more interested in my fellow man, dear Dominic. Regard me interested.” That in an ironic, well-spoken voice, and Silas needed no more than the sudden light in Harry’s eyes to tell him who the visitor was. Dominic clearly didn’t feel the same enthusiasm, launching into a low-voiced argument rather than bringing him in.

“Silas?” Harry asked. “Will you—would you meet Julius? Only if you’d like to, but, well, I’d like you to.”

The whole evening was madness anyway. “Why not?”

“It’s all right, Dominic,” Harry called, and a moment later Dominic, looking annoyed, entered, followed by the most foppish man Silas had ever seen in his life. He was slim, and pallid as a white rat, all cheekbones and breeding. He had on a waistcoat that looked like it had worn out a seamstress’s fingers for the fancy broidery, a stupidly complicated neckcloth, breeches you’d need to cut off with a razor blade, and like Harry, a jewel twinkling in his earlobe, his a diamond to Harry’s sapphire. In Silas’s estimation, he looked bloody ridiculous. Harry’s smile could have lit the room on its own as he entered.

The dandy glanced at Harry with a little twitch of the lips, then extended his hand to Silas. “Mr. Mason, I deduce. Julius Norreys. I believe we owe you a debt for keeping Harry out of trouble for some years.”

“If only he’d reciprocate,” Dominic put in, while Silas shook the offered hand and grunted some sort of response. “Julius, what are you doing here?”

“Curiosity,” the dandy replied without shame. “Also, reconnaissance, and warning.”

“I beg your pardon?”

The dandy glanced from Dominic to Silas. “Forgive my impertinence, but I understand you gentlemen had a narrow squeak recently.”

Dominic’s face hardened. “And how do you know that? As though I need ask. Curse it, Julius—”

“Don’t blame me, he’s not my valet. A raid on Millay’s, in pursuit of you, I believe, Mr. Mason.” The dandy’s eyes were a very pale frosty blue. “Richard is angry, Dominic. That put others at risk, in a house that he has spent a great deal of money to make as secure as possible for all of us.”

“I’m well aware of that,” Dominic snapped. “I’ve taken steps, and we won’t be returning in any case.”

“But Mr. Mason is here now.” He glanced from Dominic to Silas. “Oh, curse it. You should—both of you—be aware that Richard is considering having Mr. Mason removed from England.”

“I beg your pardon?” Dominic said. “What did you say?”

“Will he fuck as like,” Silas snarled, uncaring if he soiled this fop’s ornamented ears.

“My dear sir, don’t punish the messenger. You must understand, Dominic, this is intended for your own good, since it is apparent you have run mad.”

“I am not the lunatic here,” Dominic said savagely. “Who the devil does he think he is?”

“A Vane, of course,” Harry said. “They’re all like that, my whole family. Why do you think my cousin had to elope? Or my father, come to that?”

“I will have words with Richard. I have tolerated his interference long enough. I will not have this.”

“Don’t let me stand in your way,” Norreys said. “In fact, I shall take steps to be as far out of the way as possible. As will you, dear Harry.”

“I think I’d quite like to talk to Richard too, actually,” Harry said. “He got rid of my valet, the one who killed George, you know. He’ll never face trial, because the Vanes didn’t want him telling the world that my grandfather tried to kill me. He’s just been removed.”

Silas shook his head, unbelieving, looked at Dominic. “See? And you say there’s the same law for all?”

“One law for the lion and ox is oppression,” Dominic said.

“Don’t you fucking quote Blake at me!”

“I intend to quote it to Richard. It is, after all, precisely what the Vane family believes.” Dominic’s nostrils were flared, a little betrayal of the anger gripping him. “Have you any intimation that this is in motion, Julius?”

“No. I had the letter this afternoon. It’s possible that he wrote in anger and may reconsider. You do know that Absalom was at Millay’s at the same time as you?”

“The devil.” Dominic looked shocked. “I don’t know anything. We were in the room for hours after.”

“It seems a serving maid appeared at a run and summarily ejected his partner just at the moment of crisis. He felt, naturally, rather hard done by. So he was not arrested, but you will understand Richard’s feelings. He is of the opinion that Mr. Mason’s association with the pair of you could bring every one of us down.”

There was a nasty silence. “That’s not fair,” Harry said at last. “It’s come about because of me.”

“It’s all of us,” Dominic said.

“All three of you?”

“No, all of us. You, Ash, Francis, Absalom, everyone. We’re all breaking the law. If anything, Richard has made us overconfident. Molly houses are raided, Julius, and men like us go to the pillory or to the gallows, and we don’t need the help of radicals for that to happen.”

“Radicals say, change the law,” Silas said. “You don’t want reform; you like things to stay the way they are? Well, this is how they are.”

“It is, and I for one have no desire to face the consequences,” Norreys said. “Be extremely careful, Dominic, please. I shall tell Richard that Harry and I will have no part of any press-ganging. I don’t know what Cyprian may have put in motion now, but that is up to you to deal with. Harry, let us leave this, ah, seditious pair to their evening. Good fortune, Mr. Mason, and a very merry Christmas.”

They made their goodbyes. Dominic showed Harry and Julius out and returned to the study where Silas sat by the fire.

“Are you all right?” Dominic asked.

“Can’t say I’m pleased.”

“Nor I. Blast Julius. I wanted this evening to be a pleasure for you.”

“It has.” Silas reached for his hand. “God damn you, Tory, you don’t give a cove a chance. Listen. If your Richard fellow still loves you—”

“He doesn’t.”

“He must. Talking about having me put on a ship and taken off to America or what have you? To keep you safe, when that’s not what you want? Sounds like love to me.”

There was a long pause.

“Did you ever have someone, like that?” Dominic asked.

“No. Well. Got married, but—”

“Married?”

Silas shrugged. “I was not much over twenty; she had a brat on the way. Annie, her name was. She wanted me to leave off the politics, though, soon as we wed, and I wouldn’t. Then the child was stillborn. She left not long after.”

“What happened to her?” Dominic asked.

“No idea. Not seen her in years.”

“You’re still married?”

“For aught I know. That a problem?”

Dominic opened his mouth, shut it again, and finally said, “I suppose not. You don’t sound…affected.”

“I think about my boy sometimes.” He didn’t even know where that had come from. It was true, but a truth for nobody’s hearing. “He never had a chance. Little white scrap of a thing. I’d have liked him to have a chance. But as for Annie, it was twenty years ago. Most people don’t care that long.” He took a breath, made himself say it, because it was only fair, after this. “You do, for your Richard. He does for you.”

“Not like that. Not at all.” Dominic dropped to his knees by the chair. “I love him dearly and always will, even if I am inclined to wring his neck at the moment. But I very much doubt that he wants me back, and I am quite sure he would not know what to do with me if he had me. You, on the other hand…”

“Aye.” Make the effort. Smile. “Aye, I know what to do with you. How long have we got?”

“Nobody is returning until ten o’clock tomorrow.”

Silas looked around the glorious, elegant comfort of the room. “Can I fuck you in here?”

Dominic took his other hand, clasped them together. “Silas, my firebrand, you may fuck me wherever you choose.”


Chapter 8

The House passed the Six Acts in the last days of 1819, sending out the old year on a roar of popular anger and discontent. Dominic was glad he’d seen Silas the night before. He didn’t want to see his lover’s fear.

Fourteen years’ transportation on a second conviction for seditious libel. That was law now. A law intended to make people afraid, and it had worked, because Dominic was terrified.

Silas would be fearful and angry but not silent. Of course he would not be silent. He would find a way to write, somehow, of that Dominic was sure. Because Silas had true courage, which looked into the face of consequence, and was afraid, and fought on.

If Dominic had had that courage, he might not have spent quite so long in a limbo of unconfronted misery.

He had written to Richard at Arrandene. The letter had probably ruined his friend’s Christmas; it had certainly shadowed his own. He had told Richard in plain words that to move against Silas would be to end a lifetime’s friendship and informed him that they would speak on Richard’s return to London. Richard had made an appointment with him, his note a single curt line, and now it was time.

Dominic waited in the private room at Quex’s, where two men might safely shout at each other on unlawful topics, feeling sick.

He’d loved Richard so overwhelmingly, for so long, before he’d known what his prick was for, let alone that what he wanted to do with it was wrong. His entire youth had revolved around big, comforting Richard, the marquess’s younger son. Dominic remembered it all. His parents’ intense pride, never spoken aloud, that their clever third son had graced their old but undistinguished line by winning the Vanes’ patronage. The charmed circle Richard had always cast around his friends, so that Dominic had walked unscathed through the schoolboy brutality of Harrow. Their first tentative, bewildering embrace under an ancient oak on the grounds of Tarlton March, Richard’s family seat. Dominic had kissed the marquess’s son in the marquess’s lands, and even then, the sense of transgression had shivered through him with terrible pleasure. He remembered the first confused, sticky groping and spending, and the way they had laughed because it was too absurd and too perfect. The bad times, when Richard had needed someone to weep with. The first time Richard had fucked him.

He’d grown into manhood in the knowledge that he and Richard, against all the odds, were one. David and Jonathan, they’d called themselves, Achilles and Patroclus, and forgotten that neither of those stories had a happy ending. They’d had their own Garden of Eden, and sure enough the curse of knowledge had come upon them, with Dominic’s growing, sick awareness that what they had wasn’t enough.

He had spent fifteen miserable years knowing himself to be the man who had despoiled paradise.

Silas was not paradise regained or anything like it. He was rough, inarticulate, or far too articulate and always at the wrong times, a grimy self-taught artisan with an exquisite apprehension of beauty and a compassion as savage as his sense of justice. And he was isolated and in danger, and Dominic had had enough of it.

He stood by the fire, too nervous to sit. He’d instructed the men to allow nobody but Richard up. Easily done; his order was second only to Richard’s here. It always had been, because Richard had always protected him, and Dominic had always allowed it.

The door opened at last, and Richard came in.

He was a big man, who looked bigger when he was angry. Today he looked very imposing indeed.

He threw his gloves on a side table. “Well, Dominic. You wanted to have this out; here I am.”

No beating about the bush then. “Compliments of the season to you too,” Dominic said. “Be advised that you have no right, none at all, to comment on how I choose to conduct my affairs. I regret extremely that I brought trouble to Millay’s, but that was misfortune, and it will not be repeated—”

“Let us be honest, at least,” Richard cut in. “Your gutter-blood brought the trouble, because he was pursued by men of, I understand, the Home Office.”

“I brought him to Millay’s. It is my responsibility. And not Cyprian’s business.”

“On the contrary,” Richard said swiftly. “He is about my business. His acts are mine.”

“Then you are an interfering spy.” Dominic relished the look of shock that brought. “Yes, I mean it, and while I am on the topic, I will not see the madam Zoë punished for what happened there, let alone for what is between Silas and myself. You may rule your empire, via your spymaster, with an iron hand, but Silas is not in your power. And as for what lies between me and you, that is our business and you will keep your accursed sneaking valet out of it.”

Richard’s fist was clenched. “You will not insult my staff, and you are greatly mistaken—”

“I am not. How dare you send your valet to act as my flashman?”

“I beg your pardon,” Richard said. “I am not familiar with the language of the stews.”

“Procurer then,” Dominic said with great clarity. “Was it your idea or the ubiquitous Cyprian’s to find—I believe I have the wording correct—‘a bully to do Mr. Frey as he likes it’? Did you presume to discuss my desires with your valet?”

Richard was reddening. “What the devil should I have done? For God’s sake, man, you were to get yourself killed! You were beaten bloody—”

“Yes, I was,” Dominic agreed. “I went and sought relief in the most sordid alleys of London, and do you know why?”

“No. I do not, I never have—”

“That’s why. That tone in your voice. Your contempt, Richard, your scorn—”

“Are you blaming me for your perversions?”

Dominic took a very deep breath. “You may say that, if you will. If you intend to keep twisting the knife. They are my desires, Richard, just as you have desires. It is possible to differ with respect, you know.”

Richard snorted. “You are hardly the man to say that.”

“I have learned it. I have learned it from a radical democratic agitator. Not, my friend, from you.”

Richard’s jaw set. “Then perhaps it ill suits you to complain that Cyprian put him in your way.”

“Oh, I am grateful for the meeting. I am even grateful for the care that I must believe motivated your interference. But I am not grateful to know that your servant sneaks around my life, and I am telling you, Richard, no more.”

“If we are safe here, it is Cyprian’s work,” Richard said low. “If we are safe at Millay’s—and you may have destroyed that—it is Cyprian’s work.”

“Then raise his pay, but keep him out of my business. I will not have it, Richard. My connection with Silas is not your concern, and you have no right over it. If you choose to close the doors of this place to me, you may do so; if you no longer wish to extend me your friendship because of it, that is your privilege, but you will not presume to act on me, or him. How dare you suggest press-ganging a free Englishman to get him out of your way!”

“I was angry.” Richard looked a little shamefaced. “I should not have written it, but—”

“But you listened to your valet’s gossip.”

“Will you leave him out of this!” Richard snapped. “He does my bidding, just as your accursed democrat flagellator does yours.”

“As a matter of fact,” Dominic said, “I do not indulge in flagellation, and if I did, it would be none of your damned business since I do not ask you to wield the whip, and most of all, Silas is not my servant!” Perhaps it was his increasing volume, but Richard flinched. “Silas is an independent man and a free man, and if he chooses to—to share my bed in the way that pleases us both—”

“It is an abuse.”

Dominic made a frustrated sound in his throat. “It is not abuse, for heaven’s sake. When will you listen to me? I want what he does—”

“I don’t mean the way he treats you, repugnant though that is,” Richard said coldly. “I mean your abuses.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“You are protecting the very sort of criminal revolutionary you are bound by duty to hunt down. Using the knowledge and power your position gives you in order to defy the law. Is that not an abuse? And this man—you say you have a connection with him. What connection? How can there be a relationship between so low and so high? You are wealthy, of good family, and you could have him arrested at any time. How is that right, Dominic? How is it fair that you hold every card and he must do what you ask of him?”

It was like a blow. Dominic had to struggle to respond. “That is not how it is. That is not remotely how it is.”

“Really?” Richard took an impatient turn around the room. “You may think not. But when one party has everything and the other nothing, can there be any sort of parity between them? Any justice, any balance, any match? Look at my cousin Verona, married to her penniless sergeant. She has birth, wealth, and beauty. He had nothing. When the first flush of enthusiasm subsides, will he not be ever conscious of his inferior position?”

“I understood she’d been set on him since childhood. And I dare say her birth and wealth will do much to ease their way—”

“Which yours cannot,” Richard retorted. “If you had given your heart to a scullery maid even, you could at least give her the protection of your name and rank, disgrace yourself but elevate her. But in our position—”

“In our position we have nobody to rely on but one another,” Dominic said. “You taught us that, Rich. You have given us safety and companionship in our little society, and we all owe you a great deal. But, my friend, you are not the master of hearts or the arbiter of principles.”

“Easily said, when you seem to have discarded yours.”

“I see. Tell me, is your outrage truly concern for Silas’s well-being? Or are you merely angry that I have presumed to creep out from your shadow at last?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“I am tired of missing you, Richard. In fact, I do not miss you. I’m sorry I could not love you as we both wished, back then. But I will not spend any more of my life mourning that we are not a bedroom match, or listening to your opinions on the subject.”

“That is grossly unfair.” Richard sounded strangled.

“You made me feel less of a man. You made me feel unworthy of you.” Dominic was half-shouting now, years of suppressed, unacknowledged hurt rushing through his veins. “I felt unworthy of anyone because I believed what happened between us was my fault. Well, it was not. And if it has taken a self-taught gutter revolutionary to show me that, I can only conclude that Silas’s views have something to commend them after all. Because I will tell you this, Richard Vane, he has been a better man to me than you ever were.”

Richard’s mouth was open, his face patched red and white. Dominic had the distinct sensation that he might have gone too far. But it had needed saying, and with it he had felt the cleansing pain of a bursting cyst, the poison draining away.

“There’s a line of Blake’s,” he went on. “Love seeketh only self to please, to bind another to its delight—”

“That is not what I wanted. It is not.”

“It is not what either of us wanted, I imagine, but it is what both of us did. I wanted you to meet my desires and you wanted me to forget them. Neither of us was reasonable, but we were very young.” He managed a smile. “I love you dearly, my friend. I always will, but even without my tastes, I think we would not have grown well together. The fact is, you want an ally. I prefer a challenge. You want agreement; I want contraries. I want Silas.”

Richard swallowed convulsively. “How can you know? How can you risk yourself with so much uncertainty? What damage might be done by this?”

“What’s the alternative to risk?” Dominic demanded. “Live celibate? Bed whores? Swive each other for the lack of anything better to do, the pack of us alone together? Do you remember we had a conversation about Julius, that inhuman, miserable distance at which he set himself? He’s come back to life—”

“With Harry, who is his equal in birth and a man with whom he can be seen to spend time.”

“As far as any of us can,” Dominic retorted. “I don’t need you to shake Silas’s hand and I don’t want to make him part of our society. He is Ludgate radical to the bone, and I would not change that if I could.”

“You cannot love across a divide,” Richard said. “It’s not possible. The world doesn’t allow it.”

“Since the world would hang me equally quickly whether the prick in my arse was attached to you or Silas, I cannot see it matters.”

“It matters to me,” Richard said. “It is everything. If there is no legitimacy for our affairs, no framework, then we must be our own arbiters of right and wrong. We have to watch ourselves because we cannot let the world do it, and again, Dominic, can you say that this business of yours is fair?”

“I cannot defend the contradictions in my position. I see no way whatever to reconcile my duty and my personal obligations, and heaven knows how this will end. You are quite right about that, and I have no answer. And furthermore, I know damned well that I have more power than Silas in the world outside. He wouldn’t let me forget it, even if I was inclined to. So…I give him the truth. I don’t ask for his; I give him mine.” The shames, the fears, the desires. He stared into the fire. “I have made myself vulnerable to him, I have put my soul in his hands, and he has cherished it. I wish you’d see that, Richard. I wish you understood.”

There was a long silence.

“You gave me the truth too, once,” Richard said at last. “And I could not see then how there could be caring in what you asked of me, and I don’t see now. You frighten me, Dominic. I spent a decade wondering if any unexpected note would be the news that you had been found dead in some filthy gutter, if whoever you’d found to abuse you had gone too far. So, yes, I did ask Cyprian to find me a solution to the problem you present, and I am repaid for my interference now, because it seems he succeeded all too well.”

“Perhaps he should establish a marriage mart of some kind. He could apply his powers to finding someone for you.”

Richard made a jerky movement, then stopped himself. “I think not.” The tone was light, but the pause had been too long. If Julius was right about his love affair, Richard evidently did not intend to speak of it.

Dominic tried not to be hurt by that. “I wish you would. I wish you could let yourself love someone worthy of you.”

“I wish you the same.” Richard grimaced. “Ah, Dom. I cannot like this business of yours, I cannot understand it, and I cannot see it ending well.” He moved forward, dropping a hand to Dominic’s shoulder, a tentative motion that stung because they should not be wary of each other. “I have only ever wanted your happiness.”

“For that, you have to let me be the arbiter of what makes me happy.”

“Yes, but you must understand that I know best.”

Dominic looked up with outrage, saw his friend’s rueful, apologetic smile, and couldn’t help but laugh.

Richard smiled back, relieved. “Ah, curse it. I overstepped, I know I did, and I am sorry. I don’t agree with your course, but if you are sure this is what you want…”

Dominic put his own hand over the large, strong fingers and felt them tighten, that old familiar sign of friendship. The relief was a physical, palpable thing. “Truly, Rich.”

“And—I must ask this—if he is arrested? If, indeed, you learn something that makes it imperative to have him arrested?”

“I am attempting not to learn that,” Dominic said. “Deliberate ignorance, you might say. He does not tell me what he does or where he goes, and I do not ask.”

“A state of affairs that might fool a blind man in the dark. And you keep your knowledge from him, of the proceedings against radicals?”

“As far as I can, except—”

“Harry,” Richard said with him. “Of course.”

“I am treading the edge of a precipice here,” Dominic said bluntly. “Liverpool’s administration has been savage on the reformists and whipped up a deal of discontent. The Whigs claim the country is ripe for revolution. There is talk of an uprising sweeping the North.”

“Then, surely—”

“Talk, it is always talk. If I thought there was a figurehead, a leader of revolution, I should be afraid. There is none, no English Danton or Robespierre. In the end, this is a conservative land. I do not see a tipping point that will force the radicals to act. And I am very afraid that the government needs one.”

“How do you mean?”

“The Six Acts infringe British liberties. Sidmouth needs to prove that they were justified, that to make any concession to reform is to hand the nation to Jacobins. He needs an outrage. That was to be Lord Maltravers and Mr. Skelton’s coup: the radical Harry Vane made rich by the murders of his noble relatives. That little scheme did not come off, but it has not been forgotten.”

“Are you telling me that business was not sincerely meant?” Richard demanded. “It was an error, yes, but from overenthusiasm—”

“Perhaps,” Dominic said. “Mr. Skelton suspects Silas of sedition, and he is quite right to do so. And yet his patron is Lord Maltravers, who dislikes our set, dislikes Harry, and would be ecstatic to see his brother’s friends brought low by association. Let us say that if Silas were arrested and the consequence of his arrest were Harry’s disgrace, Lord Maltravers would be very well pleased with Mr. Skelton. And so would Lord Sidmouth, because the government needs a radical scandal, and I think at this point even the loosest threads may be woven into a conspiracy.”

“You have to stop Mason. You must see that. You have to appeal to him to keep out of trouble.”

“I wish I could promise that. I shall try, but I can only hope he is not arrested.”

“Yes,” Richard said. “There, I think, we are as one.”

—

Dominic had not seen Mr. Skelton at work for some time. The encounter at Millay’s had infuriated Skelton and embarrassed Dominic, and in truth they’d avoided each other since. But a month had slipped by without either of them raising the subject, and Dominic felt it was past time to deal with the lingering awkwardness.

“A moment of your time,” he requested, walking into Skelton’s little office. “I must express my regrets for my intemperate words on that occasion last month.”

“Most understandable, sir.” Skelton glanced up from his papers, just enough for courtesy.

“No, not at all. It was extremely rude of me. I may claim preoccupation, of course, but I know you were doing your duty, and had I considered mine I should have supported you, especially in front of the men. It was deplorable, and I can only plead your forgiveness.”

It rang true. It was true. Dominic would have had no time for any other man who had concentrated on whoring at the expense of work, and the wild need to protect Silas and himself had long since been written over in his memory by the shame of dereliction.

Skelton looked up, expression a little less frosty. “Well, sir, if you will have it, it wasn’t quite as I expected of you.”

“I should hope not. It was not what I expect of myself.”

“Ah, well, sir,” Skelton said with a roguish look. “When a man’s interrupted at his business, he can be forgiven for ill temper, and you were at mighty business there, if I may say so.” Dominic attempted a man-to-man smile, which worked too well, because Skelton went on, “A fine wench, that, if you like them meaty.”

“Very fine,” Dominic agreed, keeping the smile in place.

“If I may ask, Mr. Frey, do you frequent Millay’s often?”

“Reasonably often.” Dominic affected a careless shrug.

Skelton frowned. “Only, I had heard it was suspected of being, if you will forgive me, a mollying ground. You cannot have seen any such thing?”

“Mollying? Good heavens, no. Really? Where is that suspicion laid?”

“I’ve heard it suggested at Bow Street.”

“Well, I can’t swear to every man who uses the place,” Dominic said, “and I do believe there are men who attire themselves as a mockery of nature, but on the whole, Mr. Skelton, if Mistress Zoë was one, I think we’d have both noticed.”

Skelton gave a crack of laughter. “Ha! Very good, sir, very good. No indeed.”

“In all seriousness, I have seen no such thing, but if the place has that reputation, or if one might meet such men there…” He made a face of distaste, pushing his feelings back behind the mask, where they belonged. “Thank you for that warning.”

“Glad to be of service, sir.”

Dominic propped himself on the desk. “You were hoping to find the bookseller Mason there, yes?”

“Indeed, sir.” Skelton looked wary again.

“I honestly think you’re barking up the wrong tree with Harry Vane and that story of the fire. Mason, well, you know better than I, but I know young Vane socially, and he has neither the brains nor the courage for any such plot. An empty-headed young fribble, frittering away his inheritance on cards and cravats.” Skelton was giving him a sardonic look. Dominic opened his palms. “I am well acquainted with the Vane family, as you know. Believe me, if I thought for a moment they nurtured a serpent in their bosom, I should not rest until I, or you, had rooted it out. I don’t think they do, and I should not wish to see you come a cropper over this when goodness knows we have enough radicals to be getting on with.”

“That’s handsomely said, Mr. Frey,” Skelton said, relaxing a little. “And don’t we just.”

They exchanged a little news, since Dominic was no longer dealing with London radicals. “It seems to me,” Dominic observed, “that the North is set aflame by talk of London uprising and London is on fire with expectation of northern uprising, but neither happens.”

“There’s plotting in London,” Skelton said. “No question. Murderous intent to overthrow the Government and seize control of the city.”

“Are you serious?” Dominic asked. The man had spoken with startling certainty. “Are you speaking of an actual, credible plot of revolution?”

“Undeniably.” Skelton gave a tight little smile that jerked the tips of his drooping mustache. “Of course they’re dreamers and fanatics. But fanatics can do great harm.”

“Which group is this?”

“There’s more than one. I’m looking at a set of madmen, Spenceans, who gather at the White Hart in Brook’s Market. Led by one Thistlewood, who was charged with high treason over the Spa Fields Riots.”

Dominic winced. The Spa Fields Riots had been a huge expression of popular discontent and a warning to the government that mass meetings were a danger and had to be stopped. The ringleaders had been duly prosecuted for high treason. Unfortunately, the first trial had collapsed when it became clear that the chief witness for the prosecution was a governmental agent provocateur who had instigated the greater part of the trouble himself. All the charges had been dropped.

That did not mean that Thistlewood had been wrongly arrested. He was a dangerous fanatic, as so many radicals were.

Silas is a Spencean. The thought came to Dominic’s mind, unstoppable. He pushed it away. Silas was not a murderer. He had had Dominic on his knees the night before, wrists bound behind his back, in the little anonymous room Zoë had found them, and if he had wanted to murder a gentleman, he could have started there.

That hard hand around his neck, forcing his head back, caressing the exposed skin of his throat…

Silas was no murderer, and there was more than one Spencean group in London. But Dominic could not help reflecting that Brook’s Market, that filthy sink of sedition, was no great way from Ludgate.

“Tell me more,” he said.


Chapter 9

It was such a sodding cold winter.

It snowed. Of course it snowed, with unemployment and hunger all over the country. If it hadn’t snowed, maybe the people would have spoken out more against the Six Acts. But it was midwinter, and hot food in your belly was a good deal more of a concern than freedom.

Everyone was hungry, and nobody had money. One of Silas’s fellow Spenceans, Robert Adams, had been taken up for debt; James Ings and his family would be starving on the street were it not for George Edwards, still quietly keeping them fed. Some prick had robbed Martha Charkin too, for all her efforts to keep her golden windfall quiet. The twenty guineas were gone and with them her hope of security, warmth, and food for her and little Amy through this endless bloody winter.

And, what was even more wearing, the thief had to be someone Martha knew. Someone of the area who’d be well aware she’d lost her son and who took the money anyway. Just as the informer who’d peached on his seditious writings had to be someone he trusted. It was always someone you knew.

It was hard to keep up the fight for the freedom of your fellow man when your fellow man was a bastard.

Takings at the shop had gone to nothing. Coals were expensive, and most people preferred them to political philosophy. Silas made his way through the winters resentfully feeding his fellows because neither the government nor the church nor any other swine would do it. He was always hungry and cold in winter; it made him angrier. This winter, though, with the cost of his newly illegal printing impossibly high due to its new dangers…Well, it had to be done, and if it meant husbanding the coals, he’d survive. There were other people in worse case.

He was sodding cold, though.

The Tory knew it. They met now in a quiet little room—Silas wasn’t even sure to whom it belonged—which Zoë had set up so that he and Dominic could come and go without seeing another soul. It was as before, Dominic waiting for him, wine on the table, a bed. But now, when he arrived, there was food waiting too.

The Tory wanted to help, Silas could tell. Dominic was poised on the edge of offering money. He’d probably hand over enough to keep half Ludgate warm, but Silas couldn’t and wouldn’t ask because it shouldn’t be fucking charity that kept children from starving and the old folk from freezing, as if the country belonged to the rich by right and everyone else lived at their sufferance and by their whim.

They hadn’t even fucked at this meeting so far. Dominic had said, “Eat first,” and Silas had because he’d been so damned hungry, and now, somehow, he was in an armchair in front of a blazing, extravagantly hot fire with a belly full to hurting, a glass of claret in his hand, his head already a little muzzy from the wine. Dominic sat on the floor, since there was just the one chair, leaning against Silas’s legs as if he belonged there.

“You’re having a hard winter,” Dominic said at last.

“Isn’t everyone? Your lot aside.”

Dominic didn’t reply for a moment. “Harry sends his love. He also entrusted me with a purse for you. Your winter expenses, he told me.”

“Aye, well.”

“Would you take work?” Dominic asked abruptly.

“What work?”

“The Vanes have extraordinary holdings of books. The Tarlton March library alone would break your heart, and Paul Vane, Harry’s uncle, was an obsessive bibliophile.”

“The one who died in the house fire?”

“Yes. Fortunately, the fire didn’t reach his library.”

Silas found himself grinning for the first time in a while. “You’re all heart, Tory.”

“Oh, you take my meaning. There are thousands of books across the Vane properties, in shameful disorder. Richard is in dire need of a bookman.”

“Your Richard.”

“Well, his brother Cirencester, to be strictly accurate, but he leaves a great deal of the running of the estates to Richard. It’s decent work, and he pays well. And I don’t know anyone better suited—”

“Bollocks,” Silas said, with just a fraction of regret. He could imagine it, great rooms full of books to be held and ordered and put as they should be—findable, so people could read them…

So Richard Vane and his fine family could keep them.

“Bollocks,” he repeated. “There’s a hundred men with university educations and classical learning—”

“Yes, all right, there are,” Dominic said testily. “But you could still do it, and it needs doing. I’m not offering you a sinecure.”

“You’re offering me a job with your Richard.” A little self-inflicted pain every time he said it, like picking at a scab. “You’re back on terms then. Charity, is it? Keeping you happy?”

“And Harry safe. Yes. Do you expect me to say he’s concerned for your well-being?” Silas snorted. “Quite. But I am, Silas.” His voice was raw. “I really am.”

“Why? Or, why now?”

Silence. “I don’t think I should say.”

Silas waited. Dominic’s back was tense against Silas’s legs.

“Don’t think you should say,” Silas repeated at last.

“There are things you don’t tell me, and there are things I don’t tell you. It is a compromise that, in Richard’s phrase, might fool a blind man in the dark, but it is all I have. That, and an offer of honest work in a household where your position would be unassailable—”

“And I suppose that comes with giving up my work.”

“You can’t expect Richard to fund sedition,” Dominic snapped. “Yes, it would mean living like a respectable citizen, and it should. You know what will happen if you have a second conviction, and there are worse fates than transportation even.” He sounded sick.

Did he know something?

“Will you please at least consider it? Please, Silas. I don’t ask this lightly. It was not precisely easy to request it of Richard, come to that.”

Silas could believe that. I say, my lord, will you accommodate the bully your valet engaged to backgammon me? Dominic obliged to grovel to Richard bloody Vane. The oversized swine who’d hurt Dominic so often doubtless making him work for it, because that was what the gentry did, dole out their largesse in crumbs to those who bowed and scraped the most.

As if Silas could stand to be in that fuckster’s house, knowing what he’d done to Dominic.

As if Silas would give up on Lord Richard Vane’s say-so.

“No,” Silas said. “I ain’t that desperate yet. I don’t reckon I’ll ever be that desperate.”

“Silas—”

“No.”

Dominic exhaled, long and slow. “What do you think will happen when you’re arrested?”

“ ‘It’s ‘when’ now, is it?”

“Of course it’s ‘when.’ What do you think we do at the Home Office all day, play croquet between the desks? Sidmouth didn’t pass the Acts for entertainment. There’s trouble coming. There will be a general election, probably soon. His majesty is not long for the world.”

“What, the Regent? What’s he done, eaten himself to bursting?”

“The king.” Dominic’s voice was tense. “The anointed king of England, his majesty King George. Don’t give me treasonous talk.”

Silas had genuinely not thought of the blind old German lunatic, frothing away in some dark palace room. The Regency had lasted nine years now; a cove forgot. “Dropping like flies, ain’t they? The Duke of Kent just this week, now the king. So he’s dying. What’s the difference, except one less belly consuming the country?”

“He is your king,” Dominic said through his teeth. “And change means unrest.”

He spoke as though this were axiomatic, and it grated on every nerve Silas had. “God’s sake. The way you lot fear change, I’m amazed you can spend so much on your fancy clothes. I’d have thought you’d be cowering from your tailors. Oh, sir, please don’t change the fashion!” he mimicked, fop style.

“Stop giving me your claptrap and listen. There is unrest now, there will be upheaval when the king dies, and the Six Acts will be used. They’ll have to be used. You need to understand that.”

“No, I don’t. I don’t understand, nor do I see any right reason for them at all. You change your tune, don’t you?”

“What? That’s not—”

“One minute you’re against the Acts; the next you say they’re needed. One minute you’re going to stop letting your bloody Richard order your life; the next you’re asking me, me, to be his lackey.”

“Silas, that is not—”

“The hell it’s not.” He was furious, and he wasn’t sure why, except that the thought of Dominic swallowing any and every insult at Richard bloody Vane’s hands was enough to make his guts twist. If it was even just insults he was swallowing.

None of it was right. None of it. Not Martha sobbing over the torn floorboard and the loss of her little bit of hope. Not the hunger up and down the street; the pinched, hollow faces; the blue lips and fingers, while men like Dominic had hot baths and fires in every room. Not Zoë straddling a naked man whose neck she’d just saved and still begging pardon for a few hard words. Not Dominic, who said he loved Silas but had another man’s hooks in his soul, one to whom no filthy, ragged ruffian could compare. Not a devil’s bargain that called to the worst part of him, offering a life of warmth and books and Dom there smiling at him every Wednesday, forever, if only he’d turn his back on everything that had ever mattered and every principle he’d ever held.

It wasn’t right. It wasn’t fair.

Dominic was trying to say that wasn’t what he’d meant. Silas didn’t want to hear it. He stood, too angry and hopelessly wanting and miserable to bear it another moment.

“I don’t feel like fucking. I don’t feel like any of it. I’m going.”

Dominic caught his arm. Silas tried to wrench it away, but the Tory was as strong as he when he chose to use it.

“Stay,” Dominic said. “I’ll leave if you want me to, but the room is taken for the night. You might as well. It’s warm.”

“Christ. You don’t understand a thing, do you?”

“I understand that it’s a bitter winter. I know you’re cold.”

Silas shook his head, suddenly weary beyond words. “Everybody’s cold out there, Tory. Everybody. And if you think it’s enough for me that you make one man warm, you’ve not listened to a fucking word I’ve said.”

He walked away then. Away from Dominic and his expression of bewildered hurt. Away from temptation and back to the hard, cold, hungry places he belonged.

—

The old mad king died three days later, to a predictable accompaniment of sentimental drivel in the newspapers, with people who’d forgotten the very name of George III putting on mourning and long faces. Doubtless a magnificent funeral and an equally magnificent coronation would follow. Speculation began at once as to whether the new King George IV would have his loathed, unfaithful, and long-estranged wife beside him as queen.

“The pair of them can rot in hell for all I care,” Brunt growled, and followed it up with some spectacularly filthy speculations on Queen Caroline’s activities during her long exile abroad.

The Spencean Philanthropists were meeting in Brunt’s back room, in Fox Court off Grays Inn Lane. Adams had been released from debtors’ prison; whisper was that George Edwards had paid off the debt for him. He was there, listening as ever, along with Ings, Davidson, and a few of the others.

Silas wasn’t sure why he’d come, except defiance. The Spenceans, led by the bloodthirsty Thistlewood, were talking about staging a coup now. They would amass arms, the Six Acts be damned, and while the army was preoccupied by the king’s funeral, they would seize power and take control of London.

It was pure, pathetic fantasy, the ramblings of men who drank because they couldn’t afford to eat, who plotted to take over London while squatting in darkness because they couldn’t afford chairs any more than candles, and who had been pushed so far that reality held no appeal. Forty men with pikes seizing a city was lunacy on its own, never mind that they didn’t even have forty men. Thistlewood muttered obscure reassurances when he was asked about where the reinforcements would be coming from, then lost his temper.

It kept them happy, Silas supposed. There was little else to do that.

They had pikes now, or at least piles of staves and blades ready to be assembled. That was more planning than Silas would have thought Thistlewood capable of; it wasn’t clear where the funds for the weapons had come from. What they didn’t have was ferrules to attach the spear ends to the staffs. A man named Bradburn had been given money to buy those some days ago. It didn’t look like he’d be returning.

Silas could hardly blame Bradburn. He had no desire to be sucked into Thistlewood’s madness either. But these men were colleagues and fellow believers, and mostly they were desperate. Every time someone left the group it was a body blow to the rest. Silas couldn’t bring himself to do it when they had nothing remaining except belief.

That didn’t mean he wanted to be picked up for high treason. That was what they were plotting, ludicrous dream though it was, and he couldn’t shake Dominic’s warning. He knew something, he suspected there was trouble on the way, and he wanted Silas out of it.

It was most likely his writings. He couldn’t publish anything lawfully now, since none of his readers bar Harry Vane could afford the crippling sevenpence duty, and when—blast Dominic and his “when”—Silas was caught and convicted, he would be transported. There was no doubt in his mind of that, and he had no delusions as to what it meant. So he did the only thing he could: wrote fiercer words, because if he was going to lose this fight, he was going to lose it hard, and he was damned if he’d let them see he was afraid.

It felt like he was acting out a nightmarishly real form of the defiance Dominic showed on those odd nights, the ones when he had to be forced. I won’t do what you say and you can’t make me—spoken in the full knowledge that his tormentor could and would. The difference was, Dom wanted the consequences. But then, being made to kneel was just a game for gentlemen. The reality was different.

Silas pledged destruction to king, church, and state in an abstracted sort of way and trudged home to the cold of the bookshop. As he strode along Paternoster Row, key already in his hand, a frantic, furious female voice hailed him. “Mr. Mason! Wait!”

Martha Charkin, eyes snapping with anger. “What is it?” Silas demanded.

“I know who took my money. George’s money. It was the Hobhouse boys. Will you help me?”

Silas knew the Hobhouses, a loud, roistering family who lived on Ave Marie Lane, just around the corner. The bully of a father had raised four bullying sons, reducing their mother to a silent, sunk-eyed ghost before one beating too many made it final. Silas had had words with John Hobhouse and his boys more than once. If ever Silas had met a set of men who’d steal a dead son’s money from a widow mother, it was the Hobhouses; if ever Dominic met them, he’d see proof that the lower sort didn’t deserve the vote, freedom, or anything except a good whipping.

Silas sighed. “I’ll get my cudgel.”

—

Dominic was a little late to meet Silas the next Wednesday, and didn’t want to think about why.

It was a week since Silas had walked away from him in anger. Dominic had wanted to run after him, to chase him down the street, to go to the bookshop the next day and say, You mistook me. Let me explain. Let me help.

He couldn’t do any of those things, because he might as well cut his own throat as bring their relations to public notice, and he was aware of a slow-burning anger of his own because of this, one that he suspected echoed Silas’s permanent state of simmering resentment.

Silas had lent him, under strict promise of secrecy, an unpublished essay entitled “Offences Against One’s Self.” It was copied in Silas’s rough, determined hand, but he had sworn the text was by Jeremy Bentham, the lawyer-philosopher. It was without doubt the product of a highly educated and formidably intelligent mind, and it demolished the justification for anti-sodomy laws with forensic skill. Among many other points, the author argued that it was a human failing to condemn other people for their different preferences. From a man’s possessing a thorough aversion to a practice himself, the transition is but too natural to his wishing to see all others punished who give into it.

Dominic agreed with that—he could hardly do otherwise—but the ramifications of his agreement left him unsettled. He could not accept Silas’s arguments for reform. He’d seen too many demagogues calling for riot and chaos; he had no faith in the ability of the masses to govern themselves when they could not even feed themselves. But Silas and his ilk were surely entitled to hold their political beliefs, however wrong and repellent, and entitled to argue for them as long as their argument remained within the law.

Except that the law had been changed in order to silence those arguments, because the government, Dominic’s party, wanted to make the expression of the reformists’ preferences illegal.

Dominic huddled into his coat, pacing to their assignation. He wanted to talk this through with Silas, to pick out a coherent thread from his knotty thoughts that would allow him to make sense of his feelings. He suspected Silas would tell him he was trying to square a circle by thinking.

The damned nuisance that he was. The strain on Silas was visible, marking lines around his eyes. He was obviously going hungry, and Harry had told Dominic why. Silas hadn’t even taken that damned purse Harry had sent. And because he was Silas, distress and need made him more obstinate and more aggressive. Dominic would have handed him a hundred pounds and told him to feed his whole damned street with it as long as he’d fill his own belly, but he knew too well how that would be received.

It was sheer perversity, Dominic thought irritably, as he headed up the stairs. Silas ranted about the rich who didn’t give to the poor, yet he’d be consumed with outrage if Dominic tried to give him money today.

If he was there. That was what Dominic had been trying not to think about, the fear that Silas wouldn’t be there because of anger or hunger, illness or arrest. Dominic had spent a week trying not to think about what he’d do if Silas didn’t come back this Wednesday, and it was only when he pushed open the door and saw the man sitting at the little table, wolfing down a brick-sized chunk of bread and cheese, that he knew how afraid he had been.

Silas turned, and a whole variety of greetings, their tone ranging from anger to sarcasm to affection, died on Dominic’s lips. “What the devil happened?”

Silas swallowed his mouthful. “Sorry, Tory, couldn’t wait for you. Aye, well, the other man came off worse.”

“Who? What happened? No, wait. Just tell me that it wasn’t anything to do with the law, and then eat, and then tell me, yes?”

Silas had bruising along his cheek and under his eye and a cut, swollen lip. He seemed unconcerned. “Not the law, no. Bit of a local disagreement.”

“Thank the stars for that.” Dominic sat on the bed with a glass of wine as Silas ate. He wasn’t an elegant eater, tearing into hunks of cold ham with unrestrained appetite. Of course, elegant manners assumed a lack of actual hunger.

Dominic made mild conversation, the kind that could be carried on with no responses but grunts and nods, and waited till Silas finally pushed back the plate. “Christ, I needed that.”

“Mmm. Who hit you?”

“Ah, well. Did I tell you some bugger robbed Martha Charkin, my George’s ma, of her twenty guineas? Turns out it was a lout living round the corner, him and his brother. Robbing a widow woman who lost her son. So I had a word.”

“Quite a rough word,” Dominic observed, with a pointed look at Silas’s battered knuckles.

“Couple of hectors, all brawn, piss, and wind. Bragged about the drinking and whoring they’d done with her money.” Silas’s face darkened with the memory. “So we had a set-to”—he made a little unconscious gesture that suggested holding a cudgel—“and I hauled ’em into the street, told a few of the folks around what they did. They’ve got a couple more brothers, and their old man’s free with his fists too. Bit of a turnup, in the end. But, I got twelve guineas back off the buggers for Martha, so it was worth a split lip.”

“Will she prosecute?”

“Don’t be bloody stupid.”

“Then may I? No, listen. Harry gave her, or George, that money. I took responsibility for it. I have a right to prosecute its theft.” And he could afford to bring a prosecution, which was more than any of the Ludgate denizens could do.

Silas was giving him an exasperated but affectionate look. “You don’t want to mix yourself up in that. I gave both Hobhouse boys a sound thrashing. They’ve been told. And it ain’t as though they can pay her another penny, so what’s the use of arresting ’em?”

“The enforcement of the law.”

“Aye, and if the state wants the law enforced, the state should do it and pay for it too.”

“I’m offering precisely that.”

“You ain’t the state. Leave it, Dom. The Hobhouse boys are a nasty lot; I don’t want them turning on Martha.”

And what about you? Dominic carefully didn’t say. “Well, as you wish. How are you otherwise?”

Silas hesitated, then put down his glass. “You want to know? I’m tired, Dom, that’s the truth. I’m tired and hungry and cold. I’m tired of fighting, I’m tired of the people I’m fighting for, and I’m afraid.”

Dominic sat rigid, not daring to move.

“I’m not giving up,” Silas added. “Not now or ever. But I’m tired, and I took it out on you and spoiled the one thing in my week, in my life— Well. I’m sorry.”

“You don’t have to say so.”

“Aye, I do. And now I have, so that’s all you’re getting.” Silas reached for his hand. “Funny thing, I never feel weaker than when I’m with you. But after, I can keep going another week, because there’s you at the end of it.”

Dominic breathed the words in, making them part of himself. Their tone, the feel of Silas’s fingers, their tightening grip. He etched it all in his memory, to be taken out and examined reverently when he was alone.

There were a number of things he wanted to beg for and just one he’d get. “Please, Silas. Come to bed.”

They didn’t play games, not as usual. Silas was worn down. Dominic silenced him with kisses before he could speak and crawled down his body with worshipful care. If only he could make it good, good enough to lift the shadows, good enough that Silas would consider an alternative to his obstinate course to destruction…

Nobody sucked cocks that well, but he did his best.

Afterward, they lay together in unusual quiet, until Dominic said, “When I said last time that the Six Acts had to be enforced, I didn’t mean for the good of the country. I meant…the government has to. They—we—Lord Sidmouth cannot pass draconian measures and then not apply them. That would make it appear as though those measures were unnecessary, which will not do. Especially now the king’s passing means there must be a general election.”

“Aye. I worked that out, maybe…Friday. Shouldn’t have—”

“I’m not asking for an apology,” Dominic interrupted. “Although if you would occasionally listen, it would make for a pleasant change. I wanted to make sure you understand what I was saying.”

“And I do, and what should I do about it?”

“Stop writing sedition; stop associating with seditionists. Take the work Richard offered. Leave the country. I don’t know, Silas. At the very least, avoid snares.”

“You got something in mind?”

“No. Or rather, yes, but I don’t know what, and I couldn’t tell you anyway. Oh, blast it.”

The Home Office knew of an ongoing conspiracy, was working with Bow Street, and Sidmouth himself had a finger in the pie. Of more than that, Dominic had no idea. He’d put himself at arm’s length from radical cases, ostensibly in case his friendship with Harry Vane affected his work, and to ask about them now would at best look like unprofessional gossip-mongering. At worst it might make people wonder why he was asking.

If Silas was involved in a real threat to England’s stability, Dominic had no idea what he’d do. He wanted to tell Silas plainly: There is a plot discovered. Watch out. But if he did that, he might be warning traitors. He had averted his eyes from Silas’s seditious writings, but he could not sink so far as to condone action against the country or its lawful government.

So all he could do was pray that his lover had more sense than to be involved. His forty-year-old lover who had just pressed a fight on a pair of gutter-bloods half his age and whose chest as well as face bore painful bruises because he was ready to mete out violence for what he felt right, and damn the law.

Silas was looking at him. Dominic shrugged, helpless.

“Ah, Tory. You don’t make your own path easy.”

“It’s not me making it difficult,” Dominic said with feeling.

“ ’Course it is. If you had sense, you’d be living the life with your Richard—”

“Not my Richard. Very much not.”

“Oh, aye. So wanting to have me pressed, then that offer of work…?”

“Richard will do anything for his friends,” Dominic said. “In my case, that includes offering a means by which my lover might remain safe in a time of such danger that I feel, frankly, sick with apprehension. Silas, if I begged you—”

“Don’t.” Silas’s voice was thick. “I can’t—not if you do that. Don’t.”

Dominic folded a hand, dug his nails into his palm. “You have no idea how much I want to. I want to make you give up your principles almost as much as I should like to give up mine. I’m afraid for you every day. I want you to be safe. I want you warm and fed. I want a thousand things for you that you won’t take from me.”

“I can’t.”

“I know. You can’t accept a damned thing except for the trivial matters of my heart, my soul, and my moral certainty. You’ve helped yourself to those quite freely.”

“And your arse,” Silas said. “I don’t mind taking that either. I got to stand on a level with you, Dom, or I’m nothing.”

Dominic inhaled deeply, striving for control. “Heaven preserve me from a man of principle.”

“Ah, you love it. Politics, pricks, and principle, that’s what you like most.” Silas rolled over, straddling him and not gently. Dominic grunted as the man’s weight came down on his chest, and again as Silas leaned back to cup a hand between his legs. “And it seems to me we’ve had enough of two of those.”

“If you say so. Would you like to discuss the forthcoming election?”

Silas’s face was a little more careworn, but his grin was as savage as ever, and his hand was tightening painfully. “Almost right, Tory. One letter off. And I’m going to make you work for this one.”

It wasn’t all that Dominic wanted. He wanted promises and capitulation, or at least acceptance. He wanted Silas to face the way things were instead of fighting battles that had been lost before they started, against a foe too powerful to challenge.

But this, for now, would do.


Chapter 10

Two weeks later, Silas didn’t arrive. Dominic sat in the little anonymous room feeling cold with fear in a way the blazing fire couldn’t quell.

It was Wednesday, the day of King George III’s burial in Windsor. A state funeral, with magnificent pomp, for the old monarch whom most of his subjects had half-forgotten in life, the streets of Windsor lined with Life Guards and Foot Guards, all of them drawn from London.

There had been something coming. Dominic had gleaned it from crumbs and careless words and a sense of subdued excitement in the office. The radicals had planned to strike tonight, in the absence of so many soldiers, and the Home Office was many, many steps ahead. Dominic’s colleagues knew exactly what was going on, and they would be ready.

He’d wanted, desperately, to warn Silas, in case he was part of such a mad plan. He couldn’t do it, and he couldn’t not. If there was a real conspiracy and Silas part of it, a warning would be flat treachery. If Dominic didn’t warn his lover, Silas’s fate would be the most terrible of all penalties: hanging, drawing, and quartering. Which he’d deserve, if he was a traitor, but…

Dominic had paced around Richard’s room like a caged animal the day before, going over and over the same ground—What do I do? What do I do?—until finally Richard had said, “Do you trust him?”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s a simple question. Do you believe that he is, as you have said, a good man with different opinions? Not a murderer, not a Bonapartist, not a traitor?”

“Yes. I do.”

“Then if you are correct, he is not involved in a conspiracy to take London by force,” Richard had said. “In which case your warning would be not just a shameful betrayal of duty but an unnecessary one, and perhaps even an insulting one. If you trust him, Dominic, then trust him.”

So he had. And now Silas was not here.

Dominic waited. Waited and waited, until past midnight, feeling colder with every moment that passed, and then left. Walked back home in a state of frozen despair. Did not take a hackney to Ludgate to beat fruitlessly on the door of the bookshop, did not flee to St. James’s Street to demand what Harry knew, did not do anything. Because if there had been treason and Silas had been arrested, everything was over and it was too late. He had been a traitor by his silence as much as Silas by his act.

He roamed his rooms, but they were full of Silas. The study in which he’d given Harry to Silas for Christmas and where, later, Silas had fucked him in front of the fire, holding the poker tight against Dominic’s throat so he had gasped for breath. The bedroom where, for the only time in their whole year and a half, they had slept and woken together. The bookshelves everywhere, all of them shaped by Silas’s voracious reading.

Dominic did not sleep that night.

He went into the office the next morning to get the news in the spirit of a man condemned. He felt like one. But at least he’d know; at least then he could engage Absalom, who loved a lost cause. He could fight. He would fight.

Except there was no fight to be had.

Nobody was talking about a conspiracy. Nobody mentioned a plot, or a revolution, or an arrest. The place was as dull as ditch water. Dominic looked around, not quite understanding what had or hadn’t happened. He asked five people, “What news?” and received yawning, uninterested answers. At last he went to Skelton.

“Good morning. Are you busy?”

“Not at all.”

“I thought you might be,” Dominic said recklessly. “Was there not something on last night, in your line?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“I heard talk of some outrage planned the day of his majesty’s funeral.”

“Oh, that? No, I fear you’re rather behind the times, Mr. Frey, that didn’t come off in the end. No trouble at all.”

Dominic blinked. “Then what did happen last night?”

“Nothing that I know of.”

“No,” Dominic said. “Something must have happened, something— What was it?”

Skelton looked up at him, baffled. “I have no idea. Are you all right, Mr. Frey?”

“Confused. I fear I have got myself in a muddle. Do excuse me.”

He fled back to his desk, thinking frantically against the exhaustion. If nothing had happened, where the devil was Silas? Bow Street? He could go straight there, but he couldn’t ask if they had Silas in custody…

Blast it.

He abandoned his desk with a brief word of excuse, strode to the street, and hailed a hackney to take him to Ludgate. He meant to walk the last few hundred yards, down Paternoster Row, but in fact, once he saw the gap in the roofline, he ran.

Theobald’s Bookshop was a blackened wreck, flour-dusted by the night’s light snowfall, the roof fallen in, the windows smashed. A breeze stirred the ashes, sending the burned ghosts of pages twisting into the air. The nearby houses were charred but still standing.

He became aware of a couple of people watching him. “What happened?” he demanded, and his voice did not sound like his own.

“The Hobhouse boys, that’s what happened, sir,” a woman offered. “Couple of wretches from Ave Marie Lane with a grudge against Mr. Mason on account of he thrashed their thieving brothers for ’em. Set the place lit on Monday night. Could have burned the whole street, the little—”

“Arson?” Dominic stared at the wreckage. “Monday?”

“Monday night, about two of the clock, when we was all abed—”

“Where’s Mason?”

“Ooh,” said his informant. “Well, sir, I couldn’t say—”

“Did he get out?”

“Aye, sir, aye,” said the woman’s companion soothingly. “No fear of that. He was fighting fire with the rest of us till past dawn. Got out with the clothes on his back, nothing more.”

“God’s mercy he still had his skin,” the other said.

Dominic muttered agreement. “Where is he?”

That, it seemed, nobody knew. Silas had watched his home and place of business, with all his stock, burn to the ground, and then he had disappeared into London. Nobody had seen him since Tuesday morning. They had all been much more interested in the Hobhouse boys’ arrest. There had been a witness who had raised the alarm, it seemed; the scum would hang. As if Dominic cared.

Silas was penniless, homeless, and he hadn’t come last night.

Harry would know. He’ll have gone to Harry, Dominic told himself, and embraced the hurt that thought gave, because it meant Silas was safe and warm instead of lost on London’s bitter streets. Dominic didn’t allow himself to wonder why Harry would not have said anything to him. Silas had surely gone to Harry.

It was not yet midday. He went straight to Julius’s rooms, since Harry was as likely to be there as at his nominal home with Richard, and found the pair recruiting their strength with coffee, ham, and eggs.

“Dominic, welcome,” Julius said as he entered. “Good God, what’s wrong?”

“Silas,” Dominic snapped at Harry. “Where is he?”

“Silas? I’ve no idea. Has something happened?”

Dominic stared, mouth open. “You don’t know? But…”

“Sit down.” That was Julius at his elbow, forcing him into a chair. “Coffee. Drink that and then enlighten us. What’s going on?”

“The bookshop burned down on Monday night. Arson, some bully’s grudge. He’s lost everything and he’s gone.”

“Where?” Harry demanded, white-faced.

“He doesn’t know, my love. That’s why he’s here,” Julius said. “Apply your intelligence. Has he family?”

Harry shook his head. “A cousin. William Mason, the printer. I doubt he’d go there, though; he’s always been careful with contact. Because of the, you know, writing.”

Julius nodded. “Other radicals then. Who?”

“Uh…Some of the Spenceans, maybe, but they’re all poor as church mice. I’m sure they’d help if they could, but he wouldn’t want to be a burden. That’s the problem. It would need to be someone he could trust, who could afford to help, but also someone he wouldn’t taint by association.” Harry met Dominic’s eyes, his deep blue gaze full of urgent desire to be believed. “That’s the reason he wouldn’t come to you. He wouldn’t hurt you.”

“Or, presumably, you,” Julius said. “So where would he go? Or, and I regret to be the one to say this, what if he hasn’t gone anywhere? Was he injured in the fire?”

“Not that I could learn,” Dominic said. “But he’s alone on the streets, and it’s cold.”

“My understanding is that this man is not an imbecile,” Julius said crisply. “Or do you both believe he’d rather freeze to death than ask for help?”

“But his books burned,” Harry said. “His books.”

“Yes, yes, wounded animal, I take your point. Then think of a burrow, dear boy, while Dominic drinks some more coffee, and both of you at least pretend to mental fortitude.”

Julius’s astringency won him few friends, but it focused the mind. Harry threw out a few names, none with any great certainty, none that Dominic knew.

“What about Millay’s?” he asked after a while. “Mistress Zoë and he seemed good friends.”

“Millay’s is the last place he’d go after leading the hounds there once already,” Harry said. “I’ll try some of the old crowd—”

“No, you won’t,” Julius said. “No. You will not go visiting among the radicals, and that is all there is to it.”

Harry was a cheerful, feckless, pleasure-seeking young man, but as he turned on his lover then, he resembled Richard at his most autocratic. “If Silas needs me, I will go.” His tone brooked no contradiction.

“I’m afraid Julius is right,” Dominic said. “There’s trouble brewing, which—well, suffice to say, if you visit half a dozen radicals, there’s every chance you’ll be seen and noted doing it. Don’t.”

“And you can?” Harry demanded hotly. “Do you think they’ll talk to you?”

Dominic put both hands through his hair. “I’m quite sure they won’t, but he wouldn’t thank you for damning yourself on his account. If you think of anything—hear anything—”

Harry subsided. “Of course. And if we can help, let us know.”

—

Dominic went to Millay’s anyway, though it was far too early to raise a house that shrouded its deeds in tactful darkness. Mistress Zoë, a yawning doorman informed him, was still abed in her own home and wasn’t to be raised nohow. He wouldn’t give the address, even with the prospect of a guinea twinkling in Dominic’s hand.

“Very generous of you, sir, but a guinea won’t do me long if Mistress Zoë bites my leg off and beats me bloody with it. She doesn’t like to be woke,” he explained, and Dominic had perforce to accept that.

He went back to his rooms, because there was damn all to be done. He didn’t allow himself to hope there would be a message there, and, indeed, there was none.

Perhaps Silas was injured. Dominic placed no faith in the reports that he had “looked well enough, considering.” At some ungodly hour, with him blackened by smoke, who could be accurate? And how much did the people of Paternoster Row even care, those for whom he’d fought so long, for whom he’d gone hungry, yet who had let him disappear into London destitute. It was a perfect practical example of why the democratic idea was a utopian folly, and Dominic wished to heaven that it had been himself rather than Silas proved wrong.

Think, Frey.

If Silas was dead or dying in the gutters, or hidden away in some radical’s den, Dominic had no means of finding him. Therefore, Dominic had to concentrate on what he could tackle. Silas wasn’t with Harry; he might be with Mistress Zoë, and if that was the case, he would be safe. He might be with other friends, but he never mentioned other friends…

Jon. He’d mentioned a Jon, the man who had paired them on Cyprian’s orders. And Zoë, talking of that, had muttered, I’ve got something to say to that brother of mine. Her brother was Shakespeare, partner of the club keeper Quex, and it was notorious among the Ricardians that Cyprian was thick as thieves with them both.

Silas’s Jon was, had to be, Shakespeare from Quex’s.

Dominic propelled himself upright and reached for his boots.

It was not far to Quex’s. The house didn’t open until four o’clock, but he hammered on the door, and the footman who answered let him in. He was, after all, Dominic Frey.

“I want Mr. Shakespeare, please. At once, and in private.”

There was a certain amount of subdued panic in the footman’s response. Clearly this was more than he was paid for. The public rooms were still being swept out. The place reeked of stale smoke and sweat, and, Dominic could not but notice, it was a little shabby in the unforgiving daylight.

He was brought to a study piled with ledgers and account books, where he waited for a few impatient minutes until Shakespeare entered, impassive as ever, with Quex limping at his heels.

“Mr. Frey, sir. May I help you?”

“I hope so. Do you know where Silas Mason is?”

A fractional pause, then Quex said, in that rather high voice of his, “Who’s that, sir?”

“Silas Mason,” Dominic said. “I am aware you know him, Mr. Shakespeare. Your sister told me of a conversation between you and her regarding Mr. Mason and myself.”

A longer silence. Shakespeare said at last, with caution, “Is there a problem, sir?”

“Yes. I want to know where Mr. Mason is, and you have not yet told me.”

Quex’s smooth face tightened. In the sun that streamed through the window, his chin appeared impeccably shaved to a point of smoothness not even Cyprian could achieve, whereas Shakespeare had a day’s worth of bristle. Both the men looked different, in fact. Perhaps it was that they weren’t in livery, or the effect of daylight rather than the usual candlelight, but Dominic seemed to see them for the first time. Shakespeare’s powerful muscles, a big man who nevertheless had a touch of wariness in his eyes, as though he were used to attack. And—

Dominic stared at “William” Quex, barely believing, and saw the second when Quex knew that he had seen. His—her?—eyes widened, and her narrow shoulders squared in a defiance all too familiar.

Dominic could use this. Quex was a masquerading woman running a gentlemen’s club. That outrageous truth would destroy their livelihood and might see her pilloried if any offended customer chose to object. All he had to do was say he knew her secret—or, surely, their secret, the both of theirs—and he could enforce them to do whatever he wanted.

A clumsy oaf might do that.

Dominic cleared his throat. “My concern here is Mr. Mason. His shop has burned down; he has not been seen, as far as I can discover, since Tuesday morning. I want to find him. You know why.” He let that hang for a second. We all have secrets. “I do not know a good reason why he would not wish to see me. He may have a reason, and if he does, I would not ask his friends to go against his wishes. But I must know that he is safe, that he is well, that he is not in need. If you can tell me where he is, I beg that you will. If all you can tell me is how he is, then please, do so.”

“Why do you think we know where he is?” asked Shakespeare.

“But you do. Don’t you?”

“And if we don’t,” Quex said. “What then?”

“Then I continue looking,” Dominic said. “His well-being is my sole concern, Mr. Quex.”

Quex shot a glance at Shakespeare, who twitched one brow in silent communication that spoke of years side by side. A question being addressed.

Dominic had a weary certainty that Silas wouldn’t come to him for help, but he surely wouldn’t have told his friends to turn him away. So if Quex and Shakespeare were hesitating, it was for another reason. Such as that revealing Silas’s whereabouts could cause them trouble.

“He’s here, isn’t he?”

Quex’s face set. Shakespeare sighed. “You should play more, Mr. Frey. You’d stop Mr. Webster taking every trick. Sir, if Mr. Cyprian finds out we took him in here—”

“He won’t from me.” The relief was a physical, dizzying thing. “Thank the stars. Thank you. Is he all right?”

“Coughing a lot,” Quex said. “Hands got a bit burned. The rest…Well, you’ll see. You, uh, you do understand the problem with Mr. Cyprian, sir?”

They had brought Jack Cade, seditious rogue, into the house that Lord Richard Vane used to keep his charmed circle safe. Richard’s wrath would be terrible if he found out. Dominic winced at the thought. “I understand very well. He is fortunate in his friends.”

“Yes,” Quex said. “I was just thinking that myself, sir.”

Quex took Dominic into the service part of the house, up the back stairs. He didn’t limp. Evidently the usual halting motion was a disguise to conceal what would otherwise be the sway of hips. Quex was nothing if not thorough.

Dominic ought, he supposed, to be shocked, but under the circumstances, he couldn’t muster the energy.

“All right, Mr. Frey.” Quex opened a little door in a bare, dark corridor. “Oi, Silas. You got a visitor.”

Silas was lying in a low truckle bed. He looked older, his hands were bandaged, and his face was speckled red: from flying embers, no doubt. He had been staring at the ceiling, eyes blank; at Quex’s words he turned his head, then sat up so sharply he almost fell off the bed.

“Dom?” he rasped, voice scratchier than usual. “How are you here?”

“Silas.” Dominic was on his knees at the side of the bed, reaching for Silas’s hands before pulling his own away for fear of doing harm. “Silas, you damned fool, why did you not tell me? I’ve been running mad wondering what happened to you. I thought— You sod. How are you?”

“What? Fine, fine.” Silas blinked. “What day is it?”

“Thursday.”

“Thursday?” Silas dropped his head back onto the pillow. “Hell. Sorry, Dom. I should’ve sent word to you. Been asleep, I reckon.”

“What happened?”

Silas shrugged. “Those young buggers who robbed Martha Charkin set fire to the shop, middle of the night. Few hours trying to put it out, everyone on the street pitched in, but…”

“I saw it. I came to find you. It’s gone.”

“Aye.” Silas stared at the ceiling. “Well, that’s that. I…went off after.”

“Why did nobody help you, for heaven’s sake?” Dominic blurted. “How could they let you—”

“Didn’t want help. Flapping round me like a set of hens, I couldn’t stand it. Did some walking. Went to see Jon…sometime yesterday, I suppose?”

Heaven knew what loneliness, what misery that covered. Dominic put a hand to Silas’s arm. “I’m so sorry.”

“It’s the books,” Silas said. “All the books, gone to ash. All that thinking, all that writing. My Blakes, the lot of them. My books. Fucking hell, Dom, I know it ain’t the same, but it feels like my boy did. Gone, and naught I can do about it.”

His voice cracked, and Dom leaned forward, gathering him into his arms, holding his bulky brute like a child. “I know. I know.”

They held each other in silence, until Silas took a deep breath. “How’d you get here?”

“Guesswork. I recalled something Mistress Zoë said and concluded that your friend Jon must be her brother Shakespeare. Then I put two and two together.”

“You and your memory. You ought to do a show at Astley’s.” Silas looked around. “This isn’t Jon’s place.”

“It’s Quex’s, the club.”

“Is it, now? Your—Lord Richard ain’t going to like this.”

“He’s not going to find out. Silas, I am aware that you would never willingly endanger me. But I hope you know that if you had come to me, you would have found nothing but welcome.”

“Aye.” Silas rested his head on Dominic’s shoulder for a moment. “I know.”

“I’ll talk to Quex. Ensure that you can stay here safely.” Dominic glanced around, checking the room was otherwise empty and the door shut. “I, uh, assume you know that Quex is a woman?”

“He ain’t.”

“I assure you—”

“What Will Quex is is a cove with a cunny,” Silas said. “He reckons he’s a man, so does Jon, and it’s nobody else’s business until they ask you to join them in bed. Don’t start thinking of him any other way, or you might say something that’ll land a lot of people in trouble.”

That was undeniable, and Quex had made sure Silas was cared for. Dominic decided that he might never have noticed anything. “As you will. Goodness knows there are more pressing issues. Have you debts?”

“No. Always been careful.”

“Any savings? I don’t suppose you had insurance?”

Silas snorted. “No.”

“Then will you let me help? A loan. I’ll charge you interest.” Or, of course, Silas could take the work Richard had offered, but to press that now would be criminally foolish.

“Usurer.” Silas pushed his stubbled cheek against Dominic’s hair. “Ah, Dom. I don’t know. I can’t think about it yet.”

“No, of course not. Just make me one promise? Don’t vanish again. I spent last night and this morning wondering if you had been arrested for high treason or were dead in a gutter, and I should rather not repeat that.”

Silas smiled against Dominic’s skin, and Dominic held him, carefully, until he was asleep again, then went to find Mr. Quex.


Chapter 11

The next few days were…odd.

The calamity was such that Silas couldn’t seem to take it in. He slept heavily and dreamed, of the shop or the fire. Once he dreamed that he was sitting at the counter with Dominic, reading The Marriage of Heaven and Hell while the shop burned around them. He kept remembering that they had to flee, in little bursts of panic, and then forgetting because Dominic had read out, He who has suffer’d you to impose on him, knows you, and they were arguing over the meaning as the flames licked their feet.

Sleep was still better than waking and remembering that he was ruined. No home, no business, no income, no possessions. Not a penny in his pocket and barely a pocket, come to that, because the few clothes he’d scrambled to pull on when the alarm was raised were scorched full of holes.

And yet. He was safe and warm in the little room, with four good meals a day, even if they were porridge or stew spooned into his mouth by a patient maid because his hands were bandaged up. He was pretty sure Dom had ordered Will and Jon to get him fed, as sure that they’d have done it anyway. Harry had come, half-running along the corridor in his distress, and then turned up the next day with a pile of clothes in his arms, good sober clothes for a respectable working man, and a pile of smarter things for a respectable clerk. Silas had asked him, Why not bring one of your fancy weskits and an earring while you’re at it? He grinned at the memory.

If you had to lose everything, you couldn’t do it in better company.

It was a few days before the quack agreed to take off the bandages on his hands. He’d come twice daily to apply salves, and Silas was of the opinion he was just bumping up his bill. Whether it was the ointment or that his hands hadn’t been worth making a fuss about to begin with, they weren’t too bad at all on Sunday evening. Pink in a fair few patches, a little sore still, but no lasting damage done.

He was turning them over, trying to be glad for what he had instead of cursing what he’d lost, when Dominic came in.

“Your hands.” Dominic came to sit by him on the bed. “They look better than I feared. Do they hurt?”

“Not so much.”

“Good. Tell me, have you left this room at all?”

Silas hadn’t left the bloody room since Wednesday afternoon or whenever Jon had brought him there. Four days between the same walls. It didn’t feel like prison—he knew damn well what prison felt like—but it didn’t precisely hold a man’s interest either.

“No, I’ve not. There a problem?”

“I thought you might be bored.” Dominic gave him that quick, flashing smile he used when he wasn’t certain. “Dine with me?”

“Dine with you,” Silas repeated.

“There are rooms downstairs which we, our set, use for private engagements. A meeting room where one can dine, and a bedroom. I’ve taken them for tonight. Nobody else will come.”

“I thought I wasn’t supposed to be here.”

“You aren’t,” Dominic agreed. “As far as the others are concerned, Harry and Julius have laid claim to the rooms, and they’ve sacrificed themselves to an evening at home accordingly. I’ve ordered dinner. We could have the whole night, Silas. We can talk, and eat together, and sleep in the same bed, without hiding. I’m exhausted by the hiding. I want to dine with the object of my affections and then share a bed. That is all I want to do, it is what everyone else does, and I am so blasted tired of every law and custom and shibboleth that forbids it. Can we not have that, just once more?” He spoke quietly, because he was controlled, careful Dominic. In his head, Silas had no doubt, he was shouting.

Silas put a hand on Dominic’s arm, a light touch because his hands were a little tender still, and felt him shudder. “Aye, Tory. Let’s have that.”

—

It was an excellent meal. Plain fare, Dominic called it. Veal in one kind of sauce, salmon in another, rich but not overwhelming. Silas was not ravenous, for once, after days of rest and feeding up. Turned out you could enjoy food better if you took it slow and talked over it and didn’t need to get every mouthful down as quick as you could. Another privilege of wealth.

Silas didn’t point that out. He had, this night, no desire to argue. So they didn’t talk about politics or about the bookshop and what Silas would do. They talked about Keats’s poetry and Blake’s; about Grimaldi’s pantomime, which they had both seen; and about the new king’s relations with his hated wife. Silas argued for free divorce. Dominic, surprisingly, gave cautious consideration to the idea of divorce in the case of cruelty or irreconcilable difference.

“It was Richard’s parents,” he explained, pouring Silas a glass of excellent claret to go with the cheese. “His father married very late in life, to a very young lady. Their marriage was based on Cirencester’s desire for an heir and hers for a title, and they both got what they wanted, but…”

“Not worth the bargain?”

“No. It was an extraordinarily unhappy marriage. She resented his manner, and his personal attentions, and in due course his children.” His eyes drifted, as they did when he was remembering something. This didn’t look like a good memory. “Not that easier divorce would have helped, since he would never have granted it to her. But there was nothing good or godly in that marriage, nothing at all. She was driven to desperation, and…it did not end well.” Dominic tilted his glass, looking into the depths of the wine, then made a face. “That said, in my view neither his majesty nor Queen Caroline has made the slightest effort to behave as befits their station, and I cannot approve of divorce for no better reason than self-indulgence.”

“Well, then.” Silas raised his glass, accepting the end of that conversation. “Here’s to divorce for them as need it, and the long marriage their majesties deserve.”

“I shall not drink to any such thing. I don’t want to drink, I don’t give a curse for the king’s affairs, and I don’t want to waste any more time on other people’s self-inflicted miseries when we have a chance to be happy. Come to bed with me, you blasted radical. Bring me your revolution.”

—

They lay together after, Dominic’s head on Silas’s shoulder. Most often they’d sit and drink and talk and stay awake, because it would be Wednesday, and that would be all they’d have. This night they had a bed to share and to wake in together. Maybe, if Dom didn’t have to go to work early, time to fuck again. Silas had no idea when Dom started work. For once, it didn’t matter. For once the clock was not the enemy.

Silas’s eyelids were drooping when Dom said, “We have to discuss it at some point.”

“Urgh.” He blinked and sat up. “What?”

“You. Where you’ll go. What you’ll do.”

“We have to do that now?”

“I was rather hoping that satisfaction would make you pliable. I’m very happy to keep going until it does.”

“Sod off, I’m an old man. Pliable to what?”

“Richard’s offer remains open, and it is from the best of motives, but I understand your hesitation. However, if you won’t accept that, you require an income. And for my own selfish reasons, I should prefer your occupation to keep you fed, out of prison, and with sufficient free time for me. Quite seriously, would you open another bookshop if you had a loan to do it?”

“I can’t take a loan from you.”

Dominic’s breath hissed. “Let me approach this another way. What can I do? What can I ask, what can I offer, what is it that you’re hoping I say? Tell me, Silas, because I don’t know. Don’t refuse me because I’m rich. Take my help because I am your friend.”

“Your lover,” Silas pointed out. “Which is different.”

“My love,” Dominic said. “Which is different still. I love you. I am entirely convinced that you love me despite your refusal to admit a damned thing. You are the one person with whom I find talking and fucking and companionship to be an equal and mutual joy. I never thought it possible to understand and be understood as we do. And it is hard enough to know that my friends regard this, or me, with amusement or contempt; it is hard enough for us all to live in the shadow of the gallows; and I am damned if I will let you roll additional boulders in our path with your accursed independence that I have no desire at all to infringe. I don’t want to put you under obligation. Why the devil would I? I want you to accept my help because you’re my lover, and lovers do that!”

Silas opened his mouth, closed it again.

“You’d freeze in the streets before coming to my door,” Dominic said, more moderately. “And I’d like to believe that was because you don’t want to endanger me, but it’s not, is it? You won’t take from me because you can’t see past our different standings. And a year ago I respected that, but, Silas, you have everything of me that matters, and you cannot leave me with nothing but coin while I watch you struggle and starve.”

“Easy to say,” Silas began, managing to control his tongue. “But you ought to know—you got to understand— How the hell can I stand equal to you—”

“Because you are my equal.”

The fire crackled. Downstairs, conversation rose and fell. Silas stared at him.

“I’m not sure why that’s in question,” Dominic went on. “It’s almost as though you don’t believe a word of all the claptrap you spout. What the devil makes you think I hold you as my inferior?”

“You’re a gentleman,” Silas managed.

“A particularly oblivious one? One who cannot see what’s in front of his nose? Do you not think it is conceivable that, after a year and a half of relentless argument, you have persuaded me of your case to some degree? I had no idea you were so unsure of your own abilities.”

Silas took a deep breath, staring ahead. “That’s it. That’s what it is.”

“What is?”

“It’s not that you’re a gentleman. It’s you. It’s how you listen to me, and how you think about what I say, and how you look when you read Blake, like you’re seeing angels yourself, and imperial Tokay because you wanted me to taste it when you still had a bloody great black eye I gave you. That’s what I can’t see past, or over. I can’t see a sodding thing but you.”

Dominic grabbed Silas’s shoulder, pushing him down onto his back. “Damn you. Say it, Silas. Say it.”

“Fuckster,” Silas said. “I love you, and you know it.”

“Good. Good.” Dom sounded a little ragged.

Silas looked up at him, into those unwavering eyes, and let out a long sigh that felt like it carried some hard things with it. “And…Aye. Well, you’re right. It makes sense.”

“What does?”

The words came surprisingly easily, in the end. “If you lend me, to get started again. Makes sense.”

“Of course.” Dominic kissed him, relaxing over his body. “Thank you.”

“I’ll still sell politics.”

“I know.”

But not write. Or at least, not print himself, not till he was earning. He couldn’t use Dominic’s money to fund sedition.

The thought was, horribly, a relief.

“Hell,” Silas muttered.

Dominic frowned. “What?”

“I just thought, I’ll need to stop writing for a bit. Concentrate on the shop. On myself.”

“Yes…?”

Silas shut his eyes. “And it felt like a rest. Like putting down a burden. I want to run my shop, and have Wednesdays, and not fight anymore. Let someone else do it. Not keep risking my neck. I want to walk away. I’ve never walked away from a fight or a duty in my life, and I want to do it now.”

Dominic was silent a moment. At last he said, “In ancient Rome, under Augustus, a legionary’s term of service was twenty-five years. One gave the best years of one’s life, and retired with the respect of one’s fellows and a plot of land to farm. That seems a reasonable exchange to me. And you haven’t even had the land.”

“Shame we don’t do that for soldiers now. No. I see what you’re saying, but no. This ain’t a job of work; it’s what I believe. For me, for others. What sort of man doesn’t fight for what he thinks right?”

“Most of them.”

Silas snorted. “Aye, true. That’s the problem.”

“You lost your home and business,” Dominic said. “It is not selfishness or greed to rebuild your own life before you return to changing the world.”

Return. He hadn’t even thought of return.

Dominic gave Silas an affectionate, exasperated look. “Good heavens, you are the most absolute of men. There are points in between martyrdom to the cause and renouncing it altogether, you know. Declare yourself a holiday.”

A holiday from principle, and Dom wasn’t even questioning that it would be a holiday. Silas could just stop for a while, regain his energy, think again. Take a breath.

Surely he was entitled to take a breath?


Chapter 12

On Tuesday, Silas went back to Fox Court, to Brunt’s room and the Spencean Philanthropists.

He was reluctant, truth be told. The hopeless fantasies of the Spenceans were too painful, and even the thought of saying that he was walking away made him churn with guilt. He had not been to one of their meetings in more than a fortnight, and they had doubtless assumed he was another apostate. He might as well never go back. It would have been easier not to, and therefore he went.

He was greeted with a little surprise, a lot of warmth. Davidson clapped him on the back. “Good to see you again, Mason. You’re the very man we want, and just in time.”

“That’s right,” Thistlewood said. “We need determination now. Steady hands and unwavering courage. We will prevail.”

He didn’t look like he’d prevail. He looked ravenous, as they all did, with sunken eyes and dull skin. Unwashed, unshaved, animal, because they’d been pushed too far down to be men.

Silas couldn’t stop fighting this. Nobody should stop fighting this.

“And d’you see what we’ve got?” Davidson said, with an effort at enthusiasm. “See this? This is going to do it. This’ll strike our blow!”

Silas looked around him. It was dark, even during the day, in this poky space with the shutters closed and nary a candle, but he could see enough.

“Bugger me,” he said.

The place was an arsenal. He could see hand grenades, finished pikes, a couple of pistols, balls of rope yarn. “Dipped for fireballs,” Ings said proudly.

“The West End Job,” Silas said with a sinking feeling. “It’s on?”

It was. Thistlewood, Ings, and Brunt spoke over one another in their haste. They and their forty or fifty men would divide up, some capturing the cannon at Grays Inn Lane and the Artillery Ground, others spreading out to assassinate as many government ministers as possible. “We’ll meet here,” Thistlewood instructed, indicating the cramped little room that barely held twelve, “and draw lots for the duty of assassinating each minister. He who fails in his task shall be run through on the spot.”

Silas took a deep breath to give his opinion of that, but Adams was already speaking. “I told you all. I warned you. Mr. Hobbs from the White Hart says there have been officers from Hatton Garden and Bow Street asking—”

There was a general groan. Thistlewood said, “Be silent, curse you.”

“I shall not. The officers have asked if radical meetings were held at the White Hart. Mr. Hobbs says there is information laid at Lord Sidmouth’s office. They know of us.”

“Ha!” Thistlewood exclaimed. “Mr. Hobbs is a poltroon and a turncoat.”

“Adams is right. The Home Office know something’s up,” Silas said. “I’ve got a…an informant there. I don’t know what they know, but they expected you—us to strike on the day of the mad king’s funeral—”

“Well, we didn’t strike then, so that scotched them!” Thistlewood’s eyes were fever bright. “And the plan now—”

The door burst open. Everyone lunged for weaponry, then relaxed again as they saw who it was: George Edwards, out of breath and flapping his arms for attention. “Brothers!” he yelped, then, “Mason! Damn, it’s good to see you here, and just in time. Listen, brothers, I have news, the greatest news. Tomorrow, there is to be a cabinet dinner at the Earl of Harrowby’s house in Grosvenor Square.” He looked around the blank faces. “Don’t you see? They’ll all be there. All the king’s ministers. Liverpool, Castlereagh, Sidmouth, Eldon, every bloody murderer of Peterloo. We can do every one of them in at once!”

An excited babble rose up. “It’s in the New Times!” Edwards shouted, and a man fled to purchase a copy. He returned in a moment, and Thistlewood and Davidson, who could both read well, pored over the pages.

“You see?” Edwards demanded of the room at large. “A cabinet dinner tomorrow. We can scotch the whole nest of vipers at once.”

“I’ll be damned if I don’t believe there’s a God now,” Brunt growled. “I’ve prayed that those thieves might be collected all together so that we might destroy them, and God has answered my prayer!”

“I call the meeting to order,” Thistlewood shouted over the ruckus that caused in this company of atheists. “Adams, take the chair. This is what we shall do. A man must go to the door with a note for the Earl of Harrowby. When the door is open, our men will rush in directly, seize the servants, and threaten them with death for the least noise or resistance. Then—”

“Wait,” Adams said over him. “Wait. I am the chair, blast it. Gentlemen, after what I just told you, I hope you have given due consideration—”

There was an explosion of fury. Nobody wanted to be calmed; nobody wanted to be warned. A man named Harrison damned Adams’s eyes for cowardice and announced he would run any naysayer through rather than let the ardent spirits of the revolutionaries be cooled. “Out of the chair!” Thistlewood cried, and the meeting proceeded under Richard Tidd’s more belligerent chairmanship.

Silas took up the discarded newspaper. It was today’s New Times, and it did indeed give news of the dinner.

The whole cabinet would be in one place. The conspirators could launch a single, focused attack on the men who had plundered the nation and kept their feet on the people’s neck for so long. The murderers Sidmouth and Castlereagh could face vengeance for the dead of Peterloo. A strike and then…what?

“The first party must take command of the stairs, and the servants, with the threat of force,” Thistlewood was saying. “The object must be the securing of the house. Then the men who are to go in for the assassination will rush in directly after.”

“I’ll have a brace of pistols, a cutlass, and a knife!” Ings, the bankrupted butcher, was as wild-eyed as Thistlewood. “And when we’ve dispatched them all, I’ll cut off every head in the room, and I’ll bring Lord Sidmouth’s head, and Lord Castlereagh’s too, away in a bag. Two bags. I shall provide two bags for the purpose.” He gave a little nod, that point resolved.

And then nothing, Silas thought. Nothing, because of course it wouldn’t work. They were all mad, mad with desperate, self-blinding hope in the way only the hopeless could be. Silas remembered that feeling from when he’d helped Euphemia Gordon start a riot. He’d had to believe they could fight and win, refusing to face the obvious truth they couldn’t, because the alternative had been giving in to a despair so all-consuming that it would leave him empty forever. So he’d fought, and been gaoled and flogged for it.

The consequences of this would be much, much worse.

The planning went on. They would keep a watch on Harrowby’s house, in case Adams’s alarmism was justified and they were suspected. All agreed that this was merely a precaution. How could anyone know of a plan made this day to be carried out tomorrow? They would gather in a stable on Cato Street, close by the target, bringing the arms there throughout the afternoon. The attack was to commence around nine in the evening, when the cabinet ministers would be at their dinner.

“We will all be there,” Thistlewood announced.

“No,” Silas said. Heads turned. Eyes narrowed in anger and accusation. The hell with it. “No,” he repeated. “This is a damned foolish plan. Sidmouth’s office and Bow Street are expecting you to act. You’ve already been warned.” He gestured at Adams. “You won’t be ruling London on Thursday. If you’re lucky, you’ll be waiting the drop for murder. More like, you won’t get near them.”

Ings seized a short sword from the pile and swung it through the air, causing Brunt and Davidson to leap back with curses. “Damn your eyes, you’ll not dampen our spirits! We’ll take the house without a drop of our blood shed! Have you turned coward?”

“You wave that at me again and you’ll find out,” Silas informed him. “Put it down and listen, you fool. For God’s sake, even if you were to succeed, even with Sidmouth’s head in a bag, you’ll all swing for treason. Do you not see that?”

“And wouldn’t that be worth it?” Davidson demanded, his deep tones rolling out with a preacher’s cadence. “The deaths of tyrants? Vengeance for Peterloo? Is there any man among us who would rather live a craven than die a martyr?”

“You’ll die a martyr, and then the rest of us will be martyred with you. You think they’ll stand for a revolution like this? They’ll crack down harder,” Silas said. “You’ll be proving the Six Acts were needed and Sidmouth was right. They’ll make it worse.”

“It can’t get worse!” Brunt shouted, voice cracking. “We’re starving, we’re losing. This is our chance!”

“Come, Mason,” George Edwards said, his tone reasonable. “You’ve not been in the planning. You don’t have the spirit of it yet. It’s a God-given opportunity. And you’re a strong man, a fighter. You could make the difference for us. Vengeance for Peterloo!”

“Vengeance for Peterloo,” the other voices came in, fierce and intent and together.

“At least agree you’ll think about it,” Edwards urged. “We’ll hope to see you there. We’ll trust you to come. Say you’ll come. For us all, for Spence, for freedom.”

“Tom Spence wouldn’t have wanted this.” Silas looked around him, saw no weakening in any of the faces except Adams’s, and gave it up as a bad job. “I say you don’t have a chance, you’ll do naught here but harm to the cause, and you’re fools. If you want to be martyred fools, you do that. I’ve done with martyrdom.”

“You’ve lost your nerve,” Thistlewood said with contempt.

“Don’t turn on us now. Don’t betray us,” Edwards beseeched.

“I’m not an informer, curse you.”

“No, you’re part of this. Don’t you want to see the cabinet fall, and the king too?”

“Of course,” Silas said impatiently.

“Then you’ll wish us success in our work. And you’ll help us if you can. You’ll write the truth for people to read. If we fail, you can tell the world we were martyrs for their sake, urge them to throw off their chains and bring down the king!” Edwards gripped Silas’s forearm with sweaty hands. “You’ll stand by us, won’t you, Mason?”

“Aye, aye.” Silas wondered if he’d ever looked like that, face set in a fanatic’s wide-eyed grimace. “Aye, as you say. Death to all tyrants. I’m going.”

He turned his back on them all then and left, wondering what the devil to do.

Time was he’d have seized a pike and damned the gentry to hell. The Peterloo Massacre had been plain murder, and Silas would have had no hesitation in bringing summary justice to its architects or taking arms against tyranny. He did, however, balk at the prospect of being hanged, drawn, and quartered for a pointless act, and that much would be inevitable, even if they succeeded in taking a few lives.

What the devil would Dom say, if it came off? Call it mass murder, probably. A moot point, because Silas couldn’t believe it would happen. Ings and his fantasy of Castlereagh’s head in a bag—he’d never killed in his life. He’d fold. Thistlewood, who had been a soldier, was the only one Silas would trust to strike.

Well, it was not down to him. The Spenceans would act as they chose in the end, or as they dared, and there was damn all he could do about it but wait.

He spent the rest of the day looking for a room in Ludgate, because he couldn’t stay in Quex’s forever or even much longer, no matter how perfect that might be for Dom. They’d seen each other every night now, Thursday to Monday; they’d even had one whole night in a bed for two. It wasn’t worth the loss of Silas’s shop, but he’d happily endure burned hands again for such a prize.

The thought propelled him back to Quex’s and the little room. There was a pile of the day’s newspapers there and a couple of books Dom had left him: The Vampyre, which purported to be by Lord Byron and looked like a lot of nonsense, and The Bride of Lammermoor, by the anonymous author of Ivanhoe. He’d enjoyed Ivanhoe more for Robin of Locksley and the Jewess Rebecca than the knight hero and his bland, virtuous lady, but the author could spin a tale, and the medieval past seemed, at this moment, a more friendly place than the present.

With enough concentration, he managed to make The Bride of Lammermoor’s action chase his dilemma to the back of his mind. He was halfway through the book, stretched out on the bed, when Will Quex came in.

“Bookworm. How you feeling?”

“Good enough.” Silas sat up. “Is it late?”

“Eleven, near as. Got a message from your sweetheart.” He grinned at Silas’s glare. “Won’t be coming by tonight, busy at work, he says, but put on something pretty for him tomorrow.”

“Rot you. What did he say?”

“He’ll be with you around three tomorrow. He’s asked for the private room again. We’ll do it this time, but—”

“I know. You need me out of here.”

“We’ve to do whatever Lord Richard says.” Will spread his hands. “And Lord Richard’s first order is to do what Mr. Frey says. But what Mr. Frey says would piss Lord Richard right off. And if you can tell me how to untangle that, I’d be grateful.”

“Not your problem. I’ll be gone…” He thought about the private room. A last afternoon and night with Dominic. “Thursday afternoon?”

“Make it lunchtime,” Will said. “Sweet dreams.”

—

The next day Silas lunched on bread and cheese and The Vampyre, which was, as he’d guessed, nonsense, although its portrait of nobleman as murderous blood drinker gave him some fine ideas for a pamphlet. Will took him down to the private rooms a little later, with a few caustic comments, and he read in the bedroom, because he couldn’t feel right in the grand meeting room with its fine papered walls and upholstered chairs, not without Dom. He couldn’t shake the feeling that a gentleman might come in.

So he sat with a pile of yesterday’s newspapers and a book he didn’t like and tried not to think about the evening and what would happen on Cato Street.

Dom arrived a few minutes after three. Silas heard his footsteps: pausing in the room outside, then hurrying to the bedroom a little too fast. He pushed open the door, with force, and stopped on the threshold, looking at Silas.

Silas rose. “Afternoon. You all right?”

“Yes.” Dominic shut the door behind him. “Yes. Glad to see you.”

He didn’t look all right. He hadn’t even taken off his fine greatcoat, he looked as unnaturally nervy as a galvanized frog, and there was a plea in his dark eyes that Silas knew. He took three steps forward, scowling as Dom turned his face away; grabbed his chin and pulled it back. They stared at each other.

“Right,” Silas said. “Looks to me like you’re thinking again. I could swear I told you about that.” He tightened his fingers just a little. “Do I need to give you something to think about?”

Dom’s lips moved in soundless agreement. Silas nodded. “So what do you want, Tory?”

Dominic hesitated for a second, watching his eyes. “What do I want?”

“Aye, go on. You tell me just what you want, just how you’d like it.” He paused, let the confusion build in Dom’s expression, then added, “I’m warning you, though, this is what you might call a trick question.”

“What I want…” Dominic looked down, then back up. “What I want is academic. You’re going to fuck me how you choose, aren’t you?”

“And be damned to what you want. I don’t care, you Tory whore.” Silas shoved him away. “Get your clothes off.”

He moved to obey, hands shaking. Silas snapped his fingers as Dominic pulled the snowy length of starched cloth from his neck. “Give me that.” He had a use for Dom’s cravat.

Silas waited till he had the Tory naked, then jerked a thumb at the bed. “On your back. Hold the rail.” For what he had in mind, he wanted the familiarity of their long-standing signal. That, and it would be a long time before he could tie Dom up again without one eye on the door.

Dominic’s eyes widened, but he took the position ordered. Silas straddled him, sitting heavily on his chest, hearing the grunt as Dominic bore his weight.

“Right.” He brandished the cravat. “You and me, Tory, we’ve got unfinished business. Head up.”

Dominic’s eyes had that look of genuine alarm they’d had before at the prospect of blindfolding, but his hands didn’t release their grip on the rail. He raised his head, and Silas wound the cravat around it, over his eyes. It was good linen, opaque, cutting out any chance of a peek.

Dominic was breathing hard, and Silas could feel the tension in the chest under him. “Don’t like it?”

“No,” Dominic said. “I don’t like it. I don’t.”

“Uh-huh.” Silas pulled off his own neckcloth, with deliberate friction. He wanted Dom to hear the movement and to wonder. He tightened and twisted the cloth in his hands. “Well, if you don’t want it, you’d better say so. Just a moment, though. Head up. Right, now open wide.”

He pushed the makeshift gag into Dominic’s mouth. Dom made a noise that sounded bloody like terror. His knuckles on the rail were white, skin tight-drawn over bone, but he didn’t let go.

Silas knotted the gag, controlling his hands because they had to feel sure to Dominic, even if he’d never felt anything less himself. He couldn’t tell if this was going a bit too far, or a lot.

But he was no use to his Tory if he went soft, was he?

“Right,” he managed. “You can say what you like now.”

He swung himself off the bed to undress, watching Dominic stretched over the sheets. Silas missed watching his eyes, but there was something about the way the gag pulled at Dom’s mouth and forced his lips apart that made up for it.

Dom’s body was rigid with tension, muscles standing out on his arms, toes curling into the mattress. Fighting for control, and afraid, and prick undeniably flagging. He was scared, blinded, and silenced, but he had his hands on the rail, and he still wasn’t letting go.

There really were no chains like the ones in your head.

Silas crossed to the dressing table. There was oil but no toys here—Quex’s gentlemen probably brought their own or were too dainty to use them, and anyway, that wasn’t what he was after. He’d found what he needed on the marble stand of toiletries for making the gentry look respectable again. A comb with long, sharp steel teeth.

He sat on the bed, listening to Dominic breathing harshly through his nose, watching the tension of his body. Silas contemplated the expanse of chest and thigh, the goose pimples on Dominic’s skin though the fire had been blazing all day.

He ran the comb across Dominic’s chest.

The Tory arced like a bow, lifting right off the bed in shocked reaction, and cried out, sound muffled by the gag. Silas did it again, a little harder, leaving a faint white line, and again, every scrape of the teeth making Dominic thrash and twitch. Caressing his lover with steel, leaving a lacework tracery of fine grazes, watching him curl and groan and make noises that sounded like begging. Didn’t matter what he was begging for, to Silas’s mind, as long as he was doing it.

Up his chest. Skimming the nipple, which elicited a hoarse shout of pain. Across his throat like a murderer’s razor. Over every inch of him, slow and careful, and then faster, light slashes, and then pressing the teeth in till they left pinprick dents. Over and over, until Dominic looked like every inch of him was quivering, and he was as hard as a barber’s pole. Silas had decided the steel comb might be excessive there. Perhaps Dominic might like even that, but he wasn’t going to find out, because the thought made Silas’s eyes water.

“How’s that, Tory?” he murmured, stroking the comb down the inside of one tensed thigh instead and watching Dominic shudder. Silas pressed the teeth in a little harder, forced a cry that sounded like protest. “Not that it matters if you like it or not, not if it gets you ready. And you are, aren’t you?”

Dom was thrashing now, fighting it so hard you could almost believe he was tied to the bed by anything but his own will, and the sense of power was dreamlike. Silas could take something that Dominic hated and make him need and want and plead for it. His Tory, every inch of him, belonging to Silas. He wanted to dig the comb in, to break the skin and leave a mark that wouldn’t fade. Mine. Mine.

“God, I’d do anything,” he whispered aloud and had to pull himself together. “I could make you do anything. Look at you, desperate for it. Like a bitch in heat.” Dominic jerked as if struck. Silas ran his other hand over Dominic’s tensed arse. “You’ll take all the fucking you can get, won’t you? I ought to bring someone in. Rent you out.”

Dominic made the kind of anguished noise that suggested Silas had hit a nerve. Hard words could do more than steel to bring his Tory down.

“Aye, I could do that,” he went on. “Get some strong young lad in to fuck you a few times, scratch that itch of yours, till you’re begging him to stop for real. However long that takes. I’d like to see that. Sit back and watch while some big bravo makes you yell. Stroke my prick and let him do the hard work on you, and then once you’ve had enough, I’ll make you kneel for it myself. Christ.” Dom was curling up, whimpering his need, and the picture Silas had conjured was too fucking much. He nearly spilled the oil, his hand was shaking so.

He dug his teeth into his lip for control as he slicked himself. Pushed into Dom without warning or kindness, hearing the muffled cry and gripping his shoulders as if they were wrestling or fighting to the death. Dominic was arched right off the bed with need, and Silas hadn’t even meant to fuck the bugger; he’d meant to keep this going for a lot longer, but he wasn’t made of stone.

Dom’s hands came off the rail then, and Silas had a fraction of a second to think, Hell, before they clamped on his arse, urging him on, because—Christ—that was Dom spending, thrusting jerkily, and Silas hadn’t even touched his prick. Silas gave up the last shreds of control, driving into his blinded, muted Tory, and came himself before Dom’s shudders had ceased.

They lay together, chests heaving, until Dominic made a noise of strong meaning.

“Right. Sorry.” Silas propped himself up and untied first the gag—his neckcloth was dark with saliva now—and then the blindfold. Dominic blinked a couple of times. His face was marked by the cloth, reddened, and his eyes looked drugged. “Was that—”

“You know it was. You know.” Dom’s speech was a little slurred, as though his tongue felt thick.

I did that to you. Me. Silas gave a casual sort of shrug.

“Hell and the devil. What was that you used?”

“Comb.” Silas fished it from under his leg, where it was digging in uncomfortably, and waved it at him.

Dominic flopped back on the bolster. “A comb. A comb and a couple of cravats, and I think you may have turned my bollocks inside out.”

“Aye, well, use what you’ve to hand, I say.”

Dominic smiled faintly. He said, after a moment, “Did you mean that? About, uh, someone else. Do you—is that something you’d like to do?”

“Mebbe. If you wanted it. Would you?”

“It’s got, shall we say, points of interest. As a proposal.”

“Ha.” Silas gave Dominic a jab in the side and settled by him, skin to skin, considering the idea. It wasn’t unfamiliar. Silas had made a third for Will and Jon a few times, and so had Lord Richard’s valet fellow, one of the few others to know Will’s secret. We’re not like to love you, Will had explained once, after a long night’s drinking, and Foxy’s not going to love us.

Silas could ask Jon, if Dom still felt like it later. With Will’s agreement, of course, but Jon was trustworthy and a fine figure of a man, and after years of service, he’d doubtless love the idea of giving it hard to one of the gentry. Silas wouldn’t mind watching that at all.

Because that had been Dom saying what he wanted. Not leaving it to Silas, not silenced by shame. Dominic Frey, Silas’s own peculiar Tory, knowing his pleasure and asking for it.

Dom could give him clothes, and loans, and all the kindness he wanted, but Silas had given him that.

“What are you grinning about?” Dom asked suspiciously.

“Just making a few plans for you, pretty boy.”

Dominic gave a satisfied sigh, slinging a leg over Silas’s thigh. “I am at your disposal.”


Chapter 13

They lay together, talking or companionably quiet. Dominic’s hands hurt like the very devil at first after the death grip he’d had on the rail, but when he made complaint, Silas took one hand between his own rough, powerful ones and massaged it. The sensation of his strong fingers digging in, rubbing over sinew and bone and skin, was extraordinary, a little imprisonment all of its own. Dominic moaned his pleasure.

“Well,” Silas muttered. “That’s another thing gets you going, is it?”

Everything you do. Dominic squirmed in lieu of reply and felt the pressure on his sensitive palm increase.

He hadn’t wanted the blindfold, had had to make himself take it, and the gag had been a genuine shock. That deep, disturbing internal reluctance, that edge of real fear—he wasn’t sure how Silas could give him those when he trusted the man so completely. With his own life, at least.

His skin felt scraped all over. A comb, damn it. He’d had men use floggers on him to less effect. But this was Silas, who knew him to the bone.

Thank the stars he’d been here. Dominic had expected to see Silas in the meeting room, and he didn’t want to recall the terrible fear that had gripped his heart when he looked around and found it empty. The few steps to the bedroom door had felt endless. But Silas had been here, and he was showing no signs of wanting to be anywhere else, and Dominic had started breathing for the first time all day.

Breathing hard, indeed, as Silas’s fingers continued their kneading.

It was close to five o’clock. He needed Silas here all night.

“Is there anything you want?” Dominic murmured.

Silas’s brow twitched. “What’re you offering?”

“Anything. What we do is all to my tastes. Is there anything you want, anything different?”

“Like what?”

“I’ve no idea. If you want me to fuck you?”

That earned him a look. “Not my idea of a good time, Tory.”

“Ever done it?”

“No.”

“How do you know, then?”

“Same way I don’t need to eat a plate of snails to say I don’t like ’em.”

“For a radical, you have the most hidebound view of the world,” Dominic told him. “I’ve had snails, in Paris. They were delicious.”

“Aye, but we both know you’re…” Silas made a turning gesture with his hand to indicate Dominic’s peculiar angle to the rest of mankind. Dominic thumped his arm. “Why d’you ask, anyway? You want to do that?”

“Not precisely. I want to give you what you want. If you want to turn things about, or fuck without games. If you want…I don’t know. Anything, Silas.”

Silas ran a hand over Dominic’s face, brushing the tumbled hair out of his eyes. “Not if it ain’t to your pleasure.”

“It’s your pleasure too, and in equal measure. I just would like to know that there’s nothing you’re missing.”

Silas snorted. “Missing from when? All the other beauties I’ve had in my bed? No. Or, at least—I’ll think about it.”

“Can I help you think?” Dominic suggested, trailing his hand over Silas’s hip.

Thinking led to palming, and heated murmurs, and kisses, and eventually them lying together, prick to prick and mouth to mouth. Gentle stuff, and long drawn out, since neither of them was young anymore, and this mutual pleasuring wasn’t what set Dominic’s blood alight. But it was still pleasure, because of the wonder in Silas’s mongrel eyes and because Dominic knew damned well what Silas wanted.

He wanted loving. He gave Dominic such brutal fucking, and he wanted love with the hunger of a long-starved man.

So Dominic kissed and whispered, stroked and cherished, and wove the most devious snare he could around his precious brute’s heart, and tried not to think about the clock.

They both twitched, some while later, when it chimed seven.

“You all right?” Silas asked.

“Yes, of course. I was just startled. You?”

“Aye. Aye. Thinking of…something, doesn’t matter. I don’t know, Tory. You say take a holiday—”

“It won’t be much of a holiday, starting up another shop.”

“No, true. Still.” He dropped an arm over his eyes. “Some people I know, they didn’t like me saying I wasn’t keeping up the work. Called me a coward.”

“Then they’re fools,” Dominic said.

“Easy said. Truth is, I am. I’m afraid. You know it.”

“Fear doesn’t make one a coward. Lack of fear can suggest one’s an idiot.”

Silas smiled briefly. “Well, there’s that. But if you’re afraid and it makes you back down—”

“You haven’t. And if you had, well, some charges are futile, and some retreats are necessary. You should hear Julius on the subject of heroic obedience to foolish orders.”

“Harry’s Julius? What does he know?”

“He was a cavalry officer at Waterloo.”

“Bollocks,” Silas said with force. “That fop?”

“I assure you. He returned from the war with a collection of medals and a very, uh, pragmatic attitude to heroism.”

“It’s a miracle we won,” Silas muttered. “All very well, but…”

“But what?” Dominic demanded, sitting up. “But you have to dedicate your life to a lost cause on the say-so of a band of beggars?”

“It ain’t lost,” Silas said. “We haven’t won yet, but the cause ain’t lost. Never will be.”

“Yes, it is. When will you see, curse it? People want to be ruled. That’s why there wasn’t the outcry you wanted against the Six Acts. That’s what you democrats don’t understand. Men don’t want votes; they don’t want responsibility. Look at the French. All that bloodshed, all of that Jacobin posturing. May the last king be strangled with the guts of the last priest, they cried. And what did they do? Exchange a king who ruled them for an emperor who wanted to rule Europe.”

“That’s not what the people wanted.”

“What people want is freedom to live their lives, and good rulers to make that possible in an orderly state. Your cries for unbridled liberty are cries for chaos. What sort of society arises from murder and upheaval?”

“I don’t call for murder,” Silas said. “What I want is to see people rule themselves, not be ruled, and for that they need teaching, and they need a voice. And if men, and women too, don’t want to rule themselves, well, let them say that. Let them who want chains stay in them, but they should have the choice. And you know why your lot won’t give us that choice, why you’d rather take away all those ancient British liberties you’re so strong on than listen to the people?” He jabbed a finger at Dominic’s shoulder. “Because you know damn well you’d find that even the men who want masters want different masters. Better ones. Ones that don’t just leave people to starve—”

“One minute you want liberty; the next you demand that the government take charge of the bread on every man’s plate.”

“Are you telling me this government rules in anyone’s interests but its own?” Silas retorted. “You say the people want good rulers. Starving in the fields and being ridden down in the streets, that’s good? What are we supposed to do about it, ask polite-like and wait for your convenience?”

Dominic set his teeth. He hadn’t meant to start an argument, but they were both on edge, which always made Silas aggressive, and the last thing Dominic wanted to do was discuss why.

“Mason,” he said, holding up his hands.

Silas blinked, the anger on his face warring with a smile, reluctant but there. “Giving up? Too much, is it?”

“Enough! Or too much.” It was a line of Blake’s, and now the smile reached Silas’s eyes. “I am generally delighted to wrangle with you, but not tonight. There are other things I want to discuss, and—ah, tempers are too high. You radicals have pushed too hard, and my government has pushed too hard back, or perhaps it is the other way around, but I don’t like where any of it is going.”

“I’ll agree with that.”

“Then let us not bring it in here. We always said each would keep to his own principles—my duties, your ideals. We don’t ask each other to change them. And when I suggest you ignore your radical friends and lay down your arms, it’s because…” He traced a finger over the side of Silas’s face, the lines around his eyes. “Because I care about you, my beloved brute, and you’re so tired.”

Silas shut his eyes. “Dom…” It sounded stifled.

“Stay with me,” Dominic said. “We’ll eat, talk, or not talk. But be with me tonight.”

Silas nodded. They dressed in silence, the tension slackened a little, but Dominic felt a note of something unspoken still hanging in the air. Perhaps it was just his own guilt.

He went to the privy outside to relieve himself before they dined. When he came back to the room, the bed was a litter of yesterday’s newspapers, haphazardly flung around, and Silas was gone.

—

Silas ran up Swallow Street as though the devil were at his heels. It wasn’t the broadest or best lit street, but that meant fewer watched, less chance of being stopped, and he couldn’t be stopped now. It was probably too late already.

The cold bit at his lungs, and Dominic’s greatcoat was tight on his shoulders. He shouldn’t have taken it, but it had been right there, whereas getting the coat Harry had bought him would have meant a search through the rambling corridors of Quex’s to find the room he’d slept in. He couldn’t afford the time.

Dominic had known something was up. The panic when he’d arrived, the stress in his eyes. I don’t like where any of it is going.

Nor did Silas, not one little bit.

Dominic had gone to the jakes, and Silas, nervy and fretful with what he knew and couldn’t say, had picked up one of yesterday’s newspapers. The London Gazette, as it happened, since it was the first to hand. He’d done his best all afternoon not to think of the Spenceans and their damn fool plan to attack the cabinet dinner, but once he could no longer drive it out of his mind with reading and fucking, as the clock ticked, the thought had been impossible to repress. Would it come off? Could they succeed at all? How bad would it be if they failed?

There was nothing he could do, not to stop them, not to help them, but the tension was killing him. So he’d picked up the paper, with a vague urge to read the announcement of the Earl of Harrowby’s dinner over again, as if he’d learn anything new.

It wasn’t there. There was no announcement of the dinner in the notices.

That had just been tiresome. When he couldn’t find it in The Times, he was confused. Then it wasn’t in The Morning Post either, and at that point, Silas felt fear send its icy trickle down his spine.

Because he’d seen it in the New Times. The paper Edwards had named, the paper Edwards had specifically said to buy—not It’s in the newspaper, but It’s in the New Times! The paper on which they’d based their conspiracy to murder the lawful government of the land, and that conspiracy had been set off by who else but Edwards? Don’t you see? They’ll all be there….We can do every one of them in at once!

There was a term for it: agent provocateur. Frenchy words, because Englishmen weren’t supposed to sink to such things. Aye, right.

Edwards had helped the Spenceans buy their illegal weapons. Helped them keep going until the noose was around their necks. He’d even persuaded Silas to agree to write seditious libel in support of a treasonous plot. Silas was the only writer of the Spenceans and, what with the Six Acts, it would be very useful indeed for Lord Sidmouth if Silas was caught in this net too.

Had George Edwards taken coin to betray his fellows? He was one of those who least needed it, as far as Silas could tell: well-spoken enough, decently dressed. Or maybe that was because the government was paying him.

Anyway, of course they wouldn’t have a wretch as their agent again, after the Spa Fields debacle. It was the turncoat’s notorious bad character that had done for the prosecution then. This time they’d have picked a man with nothing against him. Someone who wasn’t obviously a villain, who could sound plausible and decent as he testified in court to every damned thing he’d heard them say and seen them do.

Silas couldn’t doubt it. Edwards was a traitor, and the plan was a trap, set to snare desperate men. It would prove that radicals were murdering villains and the Six Acts were necessary and just at the right moment for the general election, due to begin in a few weeks. Plenty of time for news to spread. Plenty of time for a trial.

Unless he could stop them, he thought, and heard St. George’s clock chime eight as if in mockery of that hope.

It was a bloody long way to Cato Street. Two miles, he reckoned, maybe twenty, twenty-five minutes at his jog-trot pace. He stuck his hands in his—Dominic’s—pockets, hoping for money for a hackney, and found them empty. Useless bugger, Silas thought, though it would not have felt right taking Dominic’s money for this.

Had Dominic known about the entrapment? Silas could swallow the Tory views, because he knew Dom held them honestly, but something so low as this, where men were lured into crime for the sole purpose of ensuring their deaths by torture? If his lover had had a hand in this filth…

No. He couldn’t believe that. Dominic would not have been part of this. Surely not.

Dom had talked about murder, though. Had it on his mind. If he hadn’t planned it, had he nevertheless known?

Silas cut along Oxford Street, dodging a couple of hackneys. He didn’t much know what he was going to do, only that he had to do something. He couldn’t dine in comfort with his Tory lover while his brothers were led to slaughter. His Tory lover, who might have known of that murderous plan.

As Silas had known of a murderous plan. He’d been aware that men intended to kill ministers of the government that Dominic served, and he’d no more said a thing than Dominic had. And Dominic would know that Silas knew, because he had stolen his coat and run.

Silas had been wondering if he would be able to bear to look Dominic in the face again, if he’d see guilty knowledge. It came upon him absurdly late, like a terrible awareness in a dream, that Dom would feel the same about him, and the thought curdled in his belly like foul meat.

He took Mary-le-bone Lane off Oxford Street, cursing the way every westward road angled south when he needed to go north. Zigzagging through fine rows of fine houses, snarling at a would-be rampsman who approached with a smile and a cudgel. Try it. I’ll rip your arm off, friend. Running at last up Queen Street, almost there, and now he could hear the shouting.

He should have gone then. Turned and walked away, knowing that it was too late, that he’d taken Dominic’s coat and lost his respect for nothing. At least he’d have saved his skin.

But there was yelling, men’s bellows, women’s screams, the pounding of feet, and then the report of a gun. Shooting on the street. He had to know.

He came through the little alley that opened into the end of Cato Street as a man fled past him in the opposite direction, head down. It was a little narrow, obscure road, now alive with people. There was no gaslight here, and the swaying lamps and torches seemed to cast far more shadow than light. He hurried toward the other end, where the crowd gathered, and by about midway could see officers of Bow Street. They were heavily armed, swarming a stable.

He was far, far too late.

George Ruthven, a constable whose face was all too familiar to London’s transgressors, was at the back of the group shouting orders to someone. There was a gaggle of gawping watchers in the street as well, and as Silas stared, one of them turned and looked at him, and their eyes met.

It was George Edwards, standing with the Bow Street officers. Edwards’s mouth opened, and he lifted his arm to point at Silas, crying out.

Then, finally, Silas ran.

—

The next day, around dawn, Silas stood with his hat pulled low on his brow and read the freshly pasted bill.


London Gazette Extraordinary,

Thursday, February 24, 1820.

Whereas Arthur Thistlewood stands charged with high treason, and also with the willful murder of Richard Smithers—


The imbecile. The stupid, blockheaded shitfire. He’d killed a man and damned them all.


—a reward of One Thousand Pounds is hereby offered to any person or persons who shall discover and apprehend, or cause to be discovered and apprehended, the said Arthur Thistlewood.


It was signed by Sidmouth. Which was remarkable, when you thought about it, because the stable had been raided around half past eight the evening before, and here it was just past seven in the morning, and in that time the bill had been written up, approved and signed by the Home Secretary, and printed, and it was now being pasted around London. Why, it was as if they’d had it planned.

Fast work was evident in the newspapers too. The Morning Chronicle was already on sale, and the cry of “Bloody murder” echoed through the streets. Silas picked up a discarded copy of the Chronicle and leaned against a wall to read.

The wall was damp, but Dom’s greatcoat was looking shabby anyway after Silas’s long night in the cold. He’d run while he could, then walked, not sure what to do, but knowing he had to stay far away from anyone he could hurt.

Information had been received at Bow Street, the Chronicle said, about an illegal meeting of some thirty men in a Cato Street hayloft. That sounded very impressive, though Silas doubted the numbers were any more accurate than the description of a stable as a hayloft. A formidable body of Bow Street officers had demanded entrance, it said; the persons assembled had made desperate resistance, and an officer by the name of Smithers had been stabbed.

Silas shut his eyes. That was what had done for the Gordons, Harry’s parents, the soldier killed during one of their riots. Juries were vague in their understanding of high treason, but everyone knew what murder was.

Silas read on. Some of the conspirators, including Thistlewood, had fled. Others had stayed and fought and been arrested. Several other officers had been dreadfully injured, whatever that might prove to mean. Thistlewood and the rest were sought by the law. Silas wondered if that would include himself. He’d come onto Cato Street at the other end of the stable. He’d just been standing there watching. George Edwards couldn’t truly have thought he was a part of the murder plot.

But Edwards was a traitor for the government. Why would he care about the truth?

Every meeting for radical reform is an overt act of treasonable conspiracy against the king and his government. Those had been Lord Sidmouth’s words, and here was his treasonable conspiracy, supported by the unlicensed meetings and possession of arms that his Acts had banned.

The government had won. They’d proved their case, or had the Spenceans prove it for them. Silas could taste the defeat, bitter as chicory.

There was one chance left for the Spenceans, and that was a repeat of the Spa Fields trial. If Edwards could be shown in court to be an agent provocateur, they might just stave off this disaster.

He had to find one of the Spenceans who’d escaped. They’d all be arrested; he had little doubt of that. They’d be caught, and their only chance was to accuse Edwards of leading the plot. If they could make that case, there was hope. Not for Thistlewood, of course. He would swing for murder no matter what. But better to swing than to be hanged, drawn, and quartered for treason, and Silas believed that Thistlewood would stand by his colleagues. If he came out and blamed Edwards, with nothing to gain from it, the rest might have a chance.

Silas had to find Thistlewood, and he had a fair idea where he’d be. They’d had a few more drinks than usual one night a couple of years ago, when he and Thistlewood had been in charity with one another, and compared notes on good places to lie low. Thistlewood had mentioned a place in Moorfields, and Silas had made sure he remembered that address. It was a stone’s throw from Finsbury Square and the old Sodomites’ Walk, where a man might still pick up company for an evening. He’d gone now and again for that purpose before Dominic, and a man never knew when a place to hide might come in handy.

It was a long enough walk to Moorfields, especially since the direct path would have taken him through Ludgate, and he didn’t feel he should show his face where everyone knew him. He cut up Aldermanbury and Moor Lane rather than risk greetings from Grub Street’s scribblers and printers and ducked onto the filthy cobbles of White Street feeling content that he’d attracted no notice.

White Street was wide, for the City of London, but all that meant was more carts, more horses. The street was ankle deep in shit, rotting straw, and a mulch of whatever other matter had been trampled underfoot. It slithered.

The great bell of St. Paul’s tolled out nine o’clock, shaking the air, as Silas tramped through the mire up to number eight. It was a dark and teetering hovel even by the standards of White Street, and the front door wasn’t latched. He let himself in and looked around, temporarily blind in the darkness after the bright February sunlight outside.

There was a sharp intake of breath from right by his ear. A familiar voice said, “Silas Mason, get him!” and before he could even turn, there were hard hands seizing his arms.


Chapter 14

Silas sat in the cell and waited.

He’d been arraigned or whatever you called it at Bow Street and examined by the magistrates. There was no question but that they knew all about it, and him. He was asked about the Spenceans and talked freely, about wild schemes that would never have come to anything, about George Edwards’s generosity, and about Edwards bringing them the notice and making the plan.

It had been Edwards’s voice in the little dark hovel on White Street. They’d come for Thistlewood, and Silas had walked into the same trap.

He denied all involvement in the Cato Street business. “But we have a witness,” the magistrate informed him. “A man of good character has sworn that he saw you escaping the stable—”

“George Edwards, might that be?” Silas asked sarcastically. “He’s a liar. I was never there.”

“And can you give a location, a witness, an alibi?” the magistrate asked. “Have you anyone who can confirm where you were?”

In a gentlemen’s club in St. James’s, fucking Dominic Frey of the Home Office till he couldn’t see straight. “No.”

The magistrate didn’t stop there. He had records, of Skelton’s visit to the bookshop, of the old conviction. “Did you write pamphlets under the name Jack Cade? Have you written works of seditious libel? Have you printed such works? Have you written works of blasphemous libel? Have you printed such works?” Over and over, aimed at wearing him down. Silas stared ahead, denying it all.

Some clerk came up to the magistrate and whispered, glancing at Silas. The magistrate whispered back. Silas read on their lips, Harry Vane, and it took everything he’d learned from twenty-five years of defiance to keep him on his feet then.

They took his—Dom’s—coat. That was a cruelty, because it was cold, and because he could smell Dominic on it and he’d held on to that painful comfort. Then they put him in a cell with a number of others, none of the Spenceans, and there he sat, because he had no choice.

Edwards had named Silas as present in that stable-turned-arsenal, and if that was believed, he faced a conviction for high treason along with the rest. And it would be believed because Silas was a man of bad character now. He wasn’t a respectable shopkeeper with a home these days but a vagabond with a conviction for seditious libel. He wouldn’t stand a chance when it was one man’s word against another. And of course, any claims he made about Edwards would be seen as him trying to discredit the witness.

He should have arranged himself an alibi, had one ready and someone to swear for him, instead of trying to find Thistlewood. All he’d done was make things worse for himself, the others, and Harry.

And Dom. If this touched Dom— He couldn’t think of that. But he had to, because they had the coat, a gentleman’s expensive greatcoat, and he didn’t think they’d fail to look at that.

If there was a laundry mark or what have you to identify it as Dominic’s, a letter in some pocket, Silas might have brought his Tory down.

I stole it, he decided he’d say, because it wasn’t like that could make anything worse, but he couldn’t decide where to say he’d stolen it from. Where, other than Quex’s or Millay’s, could he have encountered Dominic?

Silas slumped back against the clammy wall. He wanted to sleep, but not in this carrion company, where every man would descend on the first to show weakness. At least he’d slept and eaten well recently. Most of his cellmates looked like half-starved, emaciated scarecrows. He’d never been the prosperous one before, but a week in a gentleman’s care did that.

He’d had a week of seeing Dom every day. A better week than he’d ever had in his life, in comfort and warmth, with Dominic Frey, who loved him. He probably ought to face the gallows in contentment knowing he’d had that week.

In fact, the thought of it just made him want to hit someone, because if there was anything worse than having nothing, it was having everything and then seeing it snatched away.

Time passed, hours in the dull grime of the cell. The small barred window was too high up to see out, but the little light was fading to twilight when he heard the commanding, ice-cold notes of a wildly out-of-place voice in the corridor outside.

“No, I shall not be patient. I have been patient throughout an excessively long period in this repugnant cesspit, and my patience, sir, has expired. Do you intend to do your duty, or shall I be obliged to raise my voice further?”

Everyone turned, a fair few of them jerking upright as if by habit. No surprise, because if ever Silas had heard the voice of an officer, that was it. Crystal diction, born to command, and cold as a witch’s tit.

The lock rattled. There was a bellow from outside, warning the men crowded inside to move back, and the heavy door was flung open.

A dandy stood on the threshold. He wore a waistcoat that sparkled with silver thread, a pale blue coat, and an expression of frozen revulsion.

“There you are, Mason,” he said. “Come on, I don’t have all day.”

Silas stared at him.

Julius Norreys exhaled through his nose. “I assume you have been struck dumb by your sufferings. I have done violence to my feelings by dragging myself to this dreary locale, I was obliged to converse with the most tedious Jack-in-office to procure your bail, and you might consider my feelings and depart this squalid pit with a little more alacrity. I am quite distressed.” The word came with a viper’s hiss. The officer behind him, a stolid, foursquare man, swayed back a little. He looked as though he’d been talked at.

Silas got up. Made his way through the mass of staring men, past the staring officer. Followed the dandy through the corridors of Bow Street.

“My coat,” Silas said suddenly.

“Forget the coat,” Norreys said.

Silas grabbed Norreys’s arm, slim but strong. “No. I need it.”

Norreys shot him a look of remarkable malevolence. “You do not. Stow your prattle, now.”

Silas had to bite his tongue. He wanted to shake the man, but drawing attention to that accursed coat would be even worse.

They headed past the desks and out of the door, onto the street as though he were a free man.

Norreys’s hand closed on Silas’s sleeve. “If you even consider running, I shall cut your hamstrings,” he said in a conversational tone. “That carriage, over there.”

“The coat—” Silas began.

“Is Dominic’s. We are well aware of that. Come on, will you?”

Silas followed him. It was near dark, but he could see that the carriage bore a crest on the door.

“What’s this?” he managed.

“Get in.”

Silas climbed in. Norreys followed after, slammed the door, and rapped on the roof with his cane. The coach moved off. Silas hadn’t been in many coaches, since London wasn’t too big to walk and he’d never felt the need to go anywhere else, but those he remembered had been bone rattlers. This one had a smooth motion that barely jolted at all.

“Right,” Norreys said. “First things first. Dominic assures us you cannot have been part of this conspiracy because you were committing crimes against nature with him well into yesterday evening. Is he deluding himself? Were you part of this? And don’t lie to me. We are going to prevent you from having your neck stretched either way, for Harry and for Dominic, but we need to know what we’re up against.”

“I knew about it,” Silas said. “Wasn’t at Cato Street for it, didn’t want to be part of it.” He set his teeth, knowing the next thing wouldn’t be believed. “I went to stop them. The whole thing was government entrapment. I wanted to warn them.”

“So you were there.”

“Aye, too late. A man, a government spy, saw me on the street. He’s claiming he saw me in the stable.”

Norreys’s breath hissed out in the darkness. “Very well. Now listen to me. You are going to cooperate with us, fully and without argument. If you are tried for conspiracy to murder and treason, let alone convicted, you will damn Harry for good, and if you do that, you gutter-blood werewolf, I shall kill you myself if I have to mount the scaffold and fight the executioner for the privilege, do you understand?”

Silas understood that very well, and it was a relief in this quagmire to know that someone competent and determined had an eye on Harry. “I hear you. Cooperate in what?”

“I have no idea,” Norreys said calmly. “That, I hope and trust, has been decided in my absence. I was charged with retrieving you from durance vile. Greater minds, supposedly, have been applying themselves to the problem of what to do with you now.”

“Dominic—”

“If I were you, I should practice calling him Mr. Frey. You don’t know him. Remember that, if you remember nothing else. Now give me the whole story, from the start.”

—

The coach halted in a mews somewhere, at the back of a row of tall townhouses that were doubtless gracious from the front. An expressionless servant in dark green livery waited at a back door. “You’re to go to the book room, sir,” he murmured, taking Norreys’s hat, stick, and greatcoat deftly.

Norreys led the way, evidently knowing the house well. He waved Silas into a room that—

Books. Even with everything weighing on him, the fear and despair and bewilderment, all he could see for a moment was books. Five sets of shelves, running around the entire room, hundreds of books, right there within a few feet of him, filling the room with the smells of leather and paper and print. And a well-upholstered chair in front of the fire, with a little table by its side and a candlestick. A space just for reading.

Silas had never wanted anything so much in his life.

Someone coughed, and he belatedly noticed that there were two other men in the room.

Familiar men. He’d seen them both that day they’d come to fetch Harry away. Lord Richard Vane, standing maybe six inches taller than Silas, imposing and set faced. And his valet Cyprian, Foxy David himself, slender and sly in dark green livery, with his hair thickly powdered white.

“Good evening,” Norreys said. “Richard, this is Mason. He has been charged with high treason on the basis that he was part of the Spencean group that plotted the assassination and present at Cato Street last night.” He paused, wincing. “Unfortunately, both of these allegations are true.”

“What?”

“Indeed, but—”

“No buts. Get him out of the country.” Lord Richard jerked a hand at Silas, as though brushing away a fly.

“I posted his bail,” Norreys said mildly. “And more to the point, he assures me that he declined to be involved in the conspiracy. It sounds—”

“A lifetime in sedition and plots is involvement enough,” Lord Richard interrupted. “No, Julius, he must be got rid of, at once. If it were not for Harry, I should refuse all assistance. This is outrageous.”

“If you would hear me,” Norreys snapped. Silas looked from him to Lord Richard as they argued, talking about him like he wasn’t even there, and to Cyprian, who might as well have been not there himself for all anyone looked at him. Wealthy men, dictating how the world would be. Again.

“It is the only reasonable course of action,” Lord Richard said flatly. “We must have him out of the country.”

“I don’t like it, Richard. Dominic won’t like it either.”

“I don’t give a curse for Dominic’s opinion! His urge for degradation ceased to be tolerable at the point where it threatened the rest of us. I will not indulge his perversity to his ruin or Harry’s. This man is guilty of treason—”

“You are not listening—”

Lord Richard didn’t stop. “And Dominic will accept an end to this insanity, all of it, or I will make him.”

“You won’t,” Silas said.

Lord Richard turned his head slowly. Cyprian blinked once.

“I beg your pardon?” Lord Richard spoke in that authoritative voice, the one that was supposed to make you quail and retreat to your place. Well, Silas chose his own damned place.

He strode forward, glaring up into Lord Richard’s face. “I said, you won’t. You’ve hagridden Dom for fifteen fucking years, and I won’t have you giving him another dose of what’s wrong with him. It’s not his doing I’m mixed up in this, and you, friend, you aren’t making me into a stick to beat him with because you don’t like his ways. I’ll do whatever’s needed, I’ll let you ship me out the country if that’s best for him and Harry, but I won’t stand here and listen to you talk like that about a better man than any of you. I’ll not take a fucking thing from you, if it comes with that attached. So you”—he jabbed an aggressive finger—“you keep a civil tongue in your head, or I’ll go back to Bow Street right now and stand my trial. You needn’t fear for your lordship’s secrets,” he added unpleasantly. “I don’t inform.”

Lord Richard stared at him, face unreadable. Silas glared back. In the corners of his vision, Norreys and Cyprian were both very still.

Lord Richard’s gaze flicked over to his valet, back to Silas. “Cyprian.”

“Yes, my lord?”

“Deal with this for me. Whatever seems necessary.” Lord Richard turned on his heel and left the room.

Silas looked at the closed door, at Norreys, at the valet. Norreys’s mouth was slightly open. He appeared bereft of speech.

“Excuse me,” murmured Cyprian. He stepped out of the room, closing the door behind him.

“What the devil?” Norreys said. “What the devil? He’s as mad as Dominic. It must be contagious.”

“What did he tell him to do?” Silas demanded. It came to something when he was looking at Harry’s fop like the man was an ally. “What did that mean?”

Cyprian reentered on silent feet, closing the door without a sound. “Very well.”

“Very well what?” demanded Silas and Norreys, in chorus. Norreys shot him a glare and went on, “Perhaps you could disclose your intentions? Mason and I are a little confused.”

“I don’t know what I intend yet, Mr. Norreys,” Cyprian said calmly. “But Lord Richard gave me free rein, so I dare say I’ll use it. If you could both follow me?”

—

Half an hour later, Silas was washed, brushed, and wearing his best new clothes, which had been retrieved from Quex’s. While that had been seen to, he’d repeated the full story twice. Cyprian had listened in unreadable silence, brown eyes abstracted, fingers steepled. He’d thought for a moment, sat forward, reeled off a lengthy list of instructions, and packed the highborn, exquisite Mr. Julius Norreys off to do his errands. The peculiar thing was, Norreys had seemed entirely unsurprised.

And now here Silas was, clean and smart and being shaved by the best valet in London, because apparently he wasn’t fit to shave himself.

“You have no idea of the privilege this is,” Cyprian remarked to their reflections in the mirror. “I haven’t shaved anyone but my lord, and myself of course, in, let me see, four years, five months, and sixteen days.” He angled Silas’s jaw, scraping the bristle away. “While we’re on the subject, don’t ever speak to my lord like that again. He’ll tolerate a great deal for Mr. Frey, but I won’t. Mind your tongue or I’ll make you wish you had.”

The cutthroat blade whipping over Silas’s skin didn’t allow for response. Cyprian went on. “Now let’s recap; I want you clear on your role. You accepted the place as Lord Richard’s bookman some days ago. You were engaged to put all the various Vane libraries and collections in order.” He jerked the razor away at a movement from Silas. “Don’t do that when I’m shaving you.”

“I never asked you to,” Silas growled. “And I want to know what you’re doing.”

“Saving your neck,” Cyprian said. “Could you let me get on with it?”

“Bollocks. That’s not what your master asked, and you know it. He wanted me out of the country, wants nothing to do with me, and I can’t blame him, yet here you are spinning a story to say I work for him. What are you up to?”

Cyprian put a hand on Silas’s shoulder and leaned in toward the mirror, his reflected brown eyes holding Silas’s gaze. “Do you know what I do, Mr. Mason?”

“Polish gentlemen’s boots and fold their smalls?” Silas suggested, and saw just a little flicker in the imperturbable expression.

“I serve Lord Richard,” Cyprian said. “That’s what I’m for. I make sure that everything is arranged in a way that will best suit him.”

Silas considered. “Is that the same thing as following orders?”

Cyprian had a triangular sort of smile, his top lip pulling up to reveal sharp canine teeth. There was no other word but foxy. “Lord Richard is the master here. Let us say, I carry out my lord’s expressed instructions and anticipate the ones that, in time, I think he would wish to have given.”

Silas puzzled that out. “And you think he’s going to want me working for him? You think I want to?”

“Think ahead, Mr. Mason. Several steps ahead.” Cyprian reapplied the razor to the last patches of bristle. “Hurrying you onto a boat for France would solve nothing except your immediate problem. Mr. Harry would be tainted by association with your obvious guilt, while Mr. Frey would still have to explain why you were wearing his coat to a conspiracy. No, my lord will prefer to have this matter of treason scotched altogether. To do that, you must go along with this story.”

“And so must his lordship,” Silas pointed out. “You think he’ll like that?”

“I think my lord will do whatever is necessary for Mr. Harry and Mr. Frey,” Cyprian said. “Will you?”

Silas couldn’t argue. Cyprian was right, even if he was shamelessly pulling the strings that would make Silas dance to his tune. Still, the idea of Lord Richard’s protection stuck in Silas’s craw, and he couldn’t imagine the big nobleman would be any happier about it. Would he truly tolerate that for Dominic’s sake?

Perhaps he would. Silas had seen the expression in Lord Richard’s eyes when he’d hurled those home truths at the man. He couldn’t doubt that Lord Richard cared for Dominic.

And yet the servant who arranged his lordship’s life for his comfort was doing his best to keep Silas safe in England, which might even keep him in Dominic’s life, assuming they had anything left between them after this. Cyprian wanted Silas here; he’d given Zoë the order to find Dominic a lover in the first place…

“You want Dominic out of Lord Richard’s way,” Silas said. “That’s your several steps ahead, isn’t it? You want me around to keep Dominic busy.”

The valet’s eyes met his in the mirror for one long, silent moment. Then Cyprian whisked the white cloth from Silas’s shoulders, leaving him startlingly well-shaved and respectable. “We have interests in common, Mr. Mason, and the first is preserving your neck. Now pay attention because there’s very little time—” A bell rang twice. “Or none at all. It sounds as if they’re here.” His lips tightened. “That was earlier than I’d hoped.”

“Who’s they?”

“The Home Office, I fear. Let’s get on, Mr. Mason. We have a job of work to do.”


Chapter 15

Cyprian left him in the book room. Silas ranged around, fingers automatically reaching for a volume here or there, but he pulled them back. No time for that.

It felt like a year had passed since the morning, though the mantel clock said it was not yet six. He was exhausted, in the full sense of the word. Nothing left, worn out.

Think, Mason.

He didn’t want to die, to be tried and sentenced and hanged for five minutes’ presence on a street. He didn’t want to accept Lord Richard’s patronage, with a bone-deep reluctance that made him feel nauseated at the thought. And most of all, he didn’t want to face the fact that, if it came to the choice, he might rather hide behind Lord Richard’s coattails than swing. That when it was a matter of dying on your feet or living on your knees, the answer wasn’t as clear as you might have hoped.

He’d never taken the coward’s route. If he’d had the choice, he might have turned his back on this devil’s bargain now, just to punish himself for wanting to accept it.

But he didn’t have the choice, because of Harry and Dominic. It didn’t matter if Lord Richard’s sodding charity and his own cowardice stuck in his throat like broken oyster shells. The fact was, if Silas was found guilty, the consequences to Harry and Dominic would be appalling. So Silas would take Lord Richard’s help and play his valet’s game, even if it meant he could never look himself in the face again.

Dominic wasn’t involved in Cyprian’s hastily spun web of lies, which was a good thing. They hadn’t been able to get hold of him since noon, when he’d sent an urgent message advising Lord Richard about Silas’s arrest and that accursed coat. Cyprian had sent a couple of notes back to him at the Home Office, but no response had been forthcoming.

Doubtless he was busy. Or perhaps he and Silas had found the point where they were so far apart there could be no coming back together.

If Dominic wanted nothing to do with him ever again, and he found himself living at the mercy of the Tory’s bloody Richard…Silas laughed aloud, an ugly sound in the empty room, and had to stop himself because it felt like something inside him was stretching or fraying.

He cast around for distraction. There was an octavo volume on a desk, newly bound in a style he knew well: Dominic’s bookbinder. He picked it up and saw it was Songs of Innocence and of Experience.

Dominic had asked him to procure a second copy of the illuminated book and hadn’t said why. It had been for Lord Richard.

It was only a book. Anyone could read it, and more people should. It was stupid to feel as though Blake was, had been, just for them.

Silas was reading the poem “London”—In every voice; in every ban, The mind-forg’d manacles I hear—when a footman opened the door. “Your presence in the drawing room, Mr. Mason.”

“Right,” he grunted, and then, because he’d wanted to from the first moment and couldn’t restrain the desire any longer, he turned to the flyleaf. There was no reason he shouldn’t anyway. Book inscriptions weren’t private letters, and if Dom had been fool enough to write words of love in a book anyone could pick up…


My dear Richard,

“I was angry with my friend;

I told my wrath, my wrath did end.”


Always your friend,

Dominic



The footman coughed meaningfully. Silas put the book down, with care, and followed him through to the drawing room.

Skelton, the man from the Home Office, was there, along with the constable George Ruthven. Ruthven glanced at Silas, and his eyes widened with a touch of uncertainty. Fine clothes making the man again.

Lord Richard stood by the fire, arms folded.

“Mason,” he said. Nothing in his voice but aristocracy. “I believe these gentlemen are here on this matter of your arrest. Carry on, Mr. Skelton.”

“Bail should not have been permitted, my lord,” Skelton said. “It seems that Mr. Norreys was somewhat overbearing. The custody officer will be disciplined. I want Mason back in the cells. This is a charge of high treason and conspiracy to murder.”

“So I understand,” Lord Richard said. “On what grounds?”

“May I ask your interest, my lord?” Skelton said. “Beyond his association with your cousin, Mr. Harry Vane. Because it seems odd to me that your lordship is sheltering a felon—”

“I don’t think I’m doing that.” Lord Richard’s tone was a gentle warning. “Mason is…” He waved a hand at Silas in invitation to speak.

“Taken a post as his lordship’s bookman,” Silas said. A barefaced, open lie, and he couldn’t quite believe Lord Richard wouldn’t simply deny it. “Getting the book holdings in order.”

“My late cousin Paul was a bibliomaniac,” Lord Richard added. “There is a great deal to be done.”

Skelton was gaping. “My lord, do you know who this man is? Do you know his record?”

“He is the man who kept my cousin Harry alive when our family did not,” Lord Richard said. “Harry informed me that Mason also wished to make a clean break with his past. As he is a bookseller of some expertise, and I needed my library dealt with, the solution seemed obvious.”

“Very philanthropic of you, my lord.”

“I don’t believe I require your approval,” Lord Richard said softly. “And I ask you again, Mr. Skelton, on what grounds do you accuse Mason of involvement in yesterday’s events?”

“I have a witness,” Skelton said. He was very careful to keep his voice neutral, but there was a gleam of satisfaction in his eye. “Mason was seen in Cato Street last night along with the rest of them.”

“What does that mean?” Lord Richard asked. Skelton looked blank. “Along with the rest of them. I understand from the newspapers that there was some arsenal kept in a hayloft and the conspirators were caught red-handed there. Are you saying that Mason was in there with them?”

“We have a witness, my lord.”

“So you said. Where, precisely, on Cato Street did he see Mason? In the hayloft, or not?” Skelton’s eyelids flickered. Lord Richard’s lips thinned a little. “You appear to be thinking about this, Mr. Skelton, and I am not sure why, since I have only asked you to repeat the testimony of your witness.”

“In the stable,” Constable Ruthven said. “Not a hayloft, begging your lordship’s pardon. Edwards said he saw Mason in the stable, with the rest of them. And, very sorry to say, your lordship, but I saw him running off myself.”

“At what time?” Lord Richard asked, unmoved.

“It was on the half hour, your lordship. The clock had just struck. Half past eight.”

“Good,” Lord Richard said. “Mason?”

“Your witness is a liar,” Silas said. “I was on Cato Street, but I wasn’t near the stable, or hayloft, or whatever it was. Never set foot in such a place in my life. I saw you down the street, George Ruthven, and I saw George Edwards stood by you, and if he’s your witness—”

“Thank you,” Lord Richard said. “There you are, Mr. Skelton.”

“I’m sorry, my lord, but I can’t just accept that,” Skelton said with a little incredulity. “The man is a known seditionist.”

“And your witness is a damned liar,” Silas said.

“Tell me this.” Skelton swung to Silas. “Why were you on Cato Street at all? Why else but to play a part in a conspiracy to high treason and murder?”

“He was there on my orders,” Lord Richard said, calm as if he’d spent his life lying to the law, and Skelton’s mouth dropped open.

“You—your orders?”

“Not to go to Cato Street,” Lord Richard said. “I sent him to my cousin, Mrs. Rawling, of Montague Place. Her father was the great book collector I mentioned. Mason informs me he took a detour to Cato Street to investigate the commotion going on there. A piece of idle curiosity, which has been ill rewarded,” he added severely.

“But…” Skelton was still gaping. Outside, in the hall, a couple of gentlemen’s voices were sounding, one cool and familiar, one loud and cheerful. “He said nothing of this.” He turned on Silas. “If you were there on Lord Richard’s orders, why didn’t you say so?”

“The first rule of my house is that my servants do not chatter about my business, under any circumstances,” Lord Richard said. “Nor do they place their comfort above my orders. You have your answer, Mr. Skelton. Mason was in the area on my command, and your witness who places him in this stable is mistaken.”

“Now, my lord, let’s just piece this out. Mason was at a meeting of the Spenceans on Tuesday—”

“Told them I wasn’t coming back,” Silas put in.

“And as to last night, he could easy have gone to Cato Street on purpose. Deceived your lordship as to his intentions. Gone there to help—”

“Excuse me.” Lord Richard strode to the door. “Ash, Julius, is that you? Will you come in a moment?”

Mr. Norreys entered on command, along with a good-looking fellow in his twenties with bright gold hair and a cheerful look. They were both in black silk knee breeches and black coats.

“Good heavens, Richard, you’re not dressed.” The handsome young man glanced around the room. “Oh God, your bookman. You’re not going to make me look at more books, are you?”

“Mr. Skelton, you may have seen Lord Gabriel Ashleigh, who is of course Lord Maltravers’s younger brother. Ash, dear fellow, this man is of the Home Office. Perhaps you could tell him about your distressing experience with literature last night.”

“What about it? Your chap here showed us that…” Ash made vague opening and shutting motions with his hands.

“Book?” suggested Norreys.

“Book. It had wonderful pictures, I’ll grant you. There was a tiger, and a lot of tumpty-tum poems. The great thing was, they were short. I can’t bear all that business with The Corsair and the Inferno and sitting around looking intelligent while some fellow drones away till one’s legs drop off.”

“How you suffer,” Norreys said. “We did indeed inspect a volume by a poet whose name I forget…?”

“William Blake,” Silas said. “Songs of Innocence and of Experience.”

“And then?” Lord Richard asked Ash.

“Well, we had dinner.”

“Mr. Skelton is interested in Mason’s movements,” Lord Richard said with patience. “Not yours.”

“Oh! Well, you sent him off to see Verona, Mrs. Rawling, didn’t you?”

And the aristocracy dared to claim superiority to his sort. Silas had never met such a pack of barefaced liars in his life. He wondered if the handsome Ash made a habit of seeming more stupid than he was and how often Lord Richard’s valet gave them their script.

“That was, should it be relevant, some little while after eight o’clock, following which we had an excellent dinner here, including a turbot that I cannot praise sufficiently,” Norreys said. “Is that all, dear boy? We do have an engagement.”

“I think so,” Lord Richard said. “Mr. Skelton, you have heard that Mason left here rather after eight. I fail to see how he can have smuggled himself into a stable on Cato Street, in order to commit treason or anything else, before half past the hour. Especially since the newspapers suggest the street was occupied by a body of officers bent on doing their duty.” He gave Ruthven a nod. “Your witness is mistaken. Isn’t he?”

Skelton looked between the gentlemen, face darkening. “Perhaps he misspoke. But—”

“But you know that Mason was here on Wednesday until past eight o’clock, and you have an explanation for his presence on Cato Street at the wrong time.” Lord Richard sounded a little impatient now. “I think it is clear that you have made a mistake.”

Skelton considered it. Then he said, “No.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“No, your lordship, I don’t think I have made a mistake. He is a seditionist of bad character, admitted as associating with the Spencean Philanthropists until the day before yesterday, and closely linked to Mr. Harry Vane.” He glanced between Ash and Lord Richard. “My lords, I have to warn you that this alibi you offer would be well tested in court, and your reasons for giving testimony for Mason might come into question.”

“Excuse me,” Ash said. “Are you doubting my word, sir? What do you mean, my reasons?”

“I simply suggest you should make certain of what you say, Lord Gabriel. After all, we have a witness who places this man at the scene of the crime, and your noble brother will not be pleased to learn you are undermining our work against radicals. Although, of course, I am aware that you don’t get on with Lord Maltravers, my lord, whereas you are a great friend of Mr. Harry Vane.”

Ash’s mouth dropped open. Norreys caught him by the arm as he moved, and said, “I don’t like your implication, sir. Richard, I trust you intend to make this fellow answer for his insolence.”

“There’s another answer needed first,” Skelton said, voice hard. That was how he worked, coming in with attack after attack, keeping you off balance, making it hard to juggle the lies. “Mason knew of a conspiracy to murder the British cabinet, his majesty’s lawful government. He knew, yet he didn’t report it.” He swung around, pointing a finger in Silas’s face. “Why not?”

“He did,” said Lord Richard. His face was tight. “To me.”

“And what did you do with that information, my lord?”

“There’s a question,” said Dominic.

Silas jumped, along with everyone else. He hadn’t heard the door open, but there Dominic was, closing the door behind him. He glanced around the room, dark eyes skimming over Silas as though he were nothing.

“Good evening, Dominic,” Lord Richard said. “Your colleague is choosing to imply that Ash and I are liars.”

“About?”

“We’ve assured him that Mason was here yesterday evening, rather than committing treason on Cato Street. Apparently he thinks that we are both happy to perjure ourselves for the sake of a radical democrat.”

“And are you?”

Lord Richard’s brows rose. “I beg your pardon?”

“You think Lords Richard and Gabriel are lying to you, Mr. Skelton,” Dominic said, ignoring that. His voice was pleasant and calm. It brought up the hairs on Silas’s arms.

“I believe their lordships must be mistaken, Mr. Frey,” Skelton said. “We know Mason’s movements. We have an excellent witness.”

“Indeed you do. I’ve been looking into the matter today. I have not left the office till just now in fact, so much have I learned. And I am, frankly, appalled.”

“It is a shocking business,” Skelton agreed. There was something avid in his voice. He scented success, Silas thought, through the coldness that was gripping him at Dominic’s remote expression.

“A plot against the British government. An officer of the law dead because of it. One can feel nothing but disgust at the idea that anyone involved in this shameful business should be protected.” Dominic glanced around the room. Lord Richard, Ash, and Norreys were very still, watching him. He did not look at Silas. “Any man who aimed to commit murder, or was party to the officer Smithers’s death, or who attempts to shield the criminals involved from justice, ought to be punished with the utmost severity.”

“I couldn’t agree more, Mr. Frey.” Skelton’s smile widened.

“Good,” said Dominic. “Where’s the warrant for George Edwards?”

“I—I beg your pardon?”

“George Edwards.” Dominic took a pace forward. “George Edwards, who attended the meetings of the Spenceans, who informed them of the cabinet dinner and proposed the plot. Why is his name not chief on the list of those still wanted for these crimes?” Another step, closer to Skelton. “George Edwards is your witness placing Mason in Cato Street. He led Ruthven here to Thistlewood’s hiding place this morning and is to receive a reward of a thousand pounds for it. George Edwards was in the whole plot up to his neck until the moment it came off, at which point—and most conveniently—he switched sides. Where’s George Edwards, Mr. Skelton?”

“The man has turned king’s evidence,” Skelton said. “You know how these things work, sir.”

“I thought I did,” Dominic said. “Do you recall a conversation we had in October?”

“October?” Skelton repeated. “We don’t all have your memory, sir.”

“You let me know that there would be a raid on Theobald’s Bookshop. You told me you had an informant among the Spencean Philanthropists who had identified Mason as a seditionist writer. You told me his name.” His voice was calm, but his nostrils were flared, little white marks down both sides.

“Oh, that bastard,” Silas said. “The fuckster.”

“There was no cabinet dinner yesterday,” Dominic went on, over him.

“It was called off—” Skelton began.

“It was not planned. I asked. There was no intention for it ever to be held. There was only one notice of it, Mr. Skelton, placed in one single newspaper, and who brought that to the attention of these sordid, futile revolutionaries? Who made this happen?”

“The conspirators murdered an officer!” Skelton snarled.

“Who paid for their weapons to do it?” Dominic flashed back.

“If this is the case…” Lord Richard was reddening. “If this is the case, I have never heard anything so disgraceful in my life. What the devil is going on in the Home Office to permit this?”

“Sidmouth,” Silas said. “And not the first—”

“Mason,” Dominic said, and Silas couldn’t tell if it was a rebuke or a connection, but he bit his tongue and shut his mouth.

“Mr. Frey.” Skelton looked white about the lips. “You must not speak so. These men had the intention of assassinating the British cabinet, and one of them fired point-blank on an officer. There is no question as to their guilt.”

“Except for Edwards. He walks free to testify against the men he led by the nose.”

“He will not,” Lord Richard said. “I shall instruct Absalom Lockwood. If your damned agent provocateur sets foot in a courtroom, sir, he will be cross-examined by the best barristers in the country, and we shall see what a British jury makes of this filthy business.”

“Enough,” Dominic said. “No, Richard, be quiet. Mr. Skelton, your case against Mason hangs on Edwards’s word. Lord Gabriel Ashleigh and Lord Richard Vane are ready to swear him a liar. I suggest you take a moment to consider what that will do to the rest of your prosecutions.”

“You are very keen to protect him, sir.” There was sweat shining on Skelton’s forehead. “Is that for Mr. Harry Vane’s sake?”

“Quite the opposite, in fact,” Dominic said. “When I discovered that Mason had been arrested wearing my coat—”

“How was that?” Norreys asked.

“Mason has one of my shorter castoffs,” Lord Richard put in. “It seems it was mistaken for Dominic’s by the new footman.”

Norreys gave a theatrical sigh. “I have mentioned, dear Dominic, that you need to visit your tailor more often.”

Dominic did not look in the mood for byplay. “As I was saying, Mr. Skelton. I was concerned, when I learned of what had happened, to hear that Harry’s old friend should have repaid Richard’s kindness so poorly. I looked into the business to see what wrong had been done to Richard and Harry’s trust. And that was when I remembered that you had put the names of Silas Mason and George Edwards together. A slippery fish, you called Mason, and one you intended to catch with Edwards’s help. Tell me, did he decide to give false witness that Mason was in the stable for his own reasons, or was it your idea? A little addition to the truth to bring your quarry down at last?”

Skelton’s mouth opened and closed, eyes darting. Ash said thoughtfully, “I’m not sure I follow all this, but it sounds as though someone needs horsewhipping.”

“You have no idea,” Dominic said. “Go back to your masters, Mr. Skelton, and inform them that if your prosecutions in this case are not carried out fairly, they will not succeed. I shall take the stand myself if I see perjury in the king’s name.”

“You have a duty, sir,” Skelton said through his teeth.

“My duty is to my country and my conscience, and I’ll do it as I see fit. Now get out of Richard’s house. You contaminate it.”

Skelton hesitated, then turned on his heel. Constable Ruthven, who had been doing his best to achieve invisibility, hurried after him. Norreys, at Lord Richard’s nod, followed them into the hall.

Silas stared at Dominic, who was looking at the floor.

Norreys returned, shutting the door, and said, “What a range of experience you give us, Dominic. Is Harry safe?”

“How much of that was true?” demanded Lord Richard.

“What is going on?” added Ash plaintively.

“Thank you, everyone,” Dominic said. “It is quite true, Richard, and if the radicals had not killed an officer, the poor swine would have had a very good case for entrapment. As it is, I expect they will swing, but we shall have to see. Ash…Julius will explain later.”

“Thank you so much,” Norreys said.

“Julius, the only way they can bring in Harry is via Silas, and I very much hope you three have put paid to that. I’m grateful to you all.”

“Be grateful to Cyprian,” Norreys said. “He is the puppet master and we but his marionettes.”

“I won’t lie on oath,” Lord Richard said. “If it comes to trial—”

“I don’t mind,” Ash offered cheerfully.

“I trust it won’t be necessary.” Dominic sounded very weary. “I don’t think Skelton will risk it. He, or Edwards, overreached when they tried to bring Silas into it.”

“Or Maltravers even,” said Lord Richard. “Might this have been an attempt to blacken Harry’s name, Dominic?”

“I don’t know yet. I have to go back. There is a great deal to be done and people to whom I must speak about this. Where is Harry?”

“Some prizefight at the other end of London with Freddy and Higham,” Norreys said. “Cyprian arrived to get him out of the way at an ungodly hour. I do hope you pay that man what he’s worth, Richard.”

“I couldn’t afford to,” Lord Richard said. “Talking of employment…”

They were all looking at Silas then. He blinked.

“Continue the, uh, the situation as arranged for now.” Dominic sounded stifled. “We’ll discuss it. Could you, perhaps, go down to Arrandene for a while, or at least be out of London? Thank you. Thank you all.” He turned on his heel.

“What— Wait.” Silas blurted it out, unable to restrain himself. “Dom?”

“Don’t,” Dominic said harshly. “I can’t—I can’t do this and my duty. Excuse me.” He hurried out, not looking around.

Silas stared at the door. He couldn’t think of anything else to do. He couldn’t think at all.

Lord Richard rang the bell, and they waited in silence, a rogue and a pack of gentlemen who lied like rogues, until Cyprian appeared, read Lord Richard’s wordless gesture, and escorted Silas through to the servants’ quarters and upstairs.

He found himself in a neat little attic room before he’d begun to understand what was going on.

“Here you are,” Cyprian said. “Should be comfortable enough. Hungry? Well, you will be soon. I’ll send something up. Then get some sleep; I imagine we’ll be heading for Arrandene tomorrow. Welcome to Lord Richard’s service. The rules of the house are respect and discretion—”

“Wait. Stop.” Silas waved a hand. “This was all a lie you made up, remember? And it worked, very nice, so why don’t we just say I resign?”

“Because that would give the impression that you are not a reformed character,” Cyprian said crisply. “It might raise questions, and we don’t want questions. You, my friend, work for Lord Richard like a respectable man, and you will do so for as long as is necessary to maintain the fiction, understand? As I was saying: You treat all fellow staff with decency, and you do not speak a word of Lord Richard’s business, no matter how trivial. Infringing either of those rules is a matter for instant dismissal. Otherwise, you will find the pay and the conditions excellent. This is the most sought-after house in London for service.”

“I’m not in bloody service!”

Cyprian cocked his head. “Tell me something, Mr. Mason. I hear you believe you’re as good a man as any lord?”

“Aye,” Silas said. “And so is any man, or woman, birth be damned.”

“Well, two lords just lied through their teeth to save you from the hangman and Mr. Frey and Mr. Harry from disgrace. If you’re as good a man as Lord Gabriel, let alone Lord Richard, you’ll play your part as they did. Don’t spoil all that’s been done today for the sake of pride.” Silas gritted his teeth. Cyprian sat on the bed, uninvited. “If I may say so, you don’t seem very cheerful for a man who isn’t going to be hanged, drawn, and quartered.”

Silas sat as well. He wanted to put his head in his hands or to hit someone. He wanted Dominic.

He wasn’t going to have him.

Dominic had always said, I won’t protect you against the consequences of what you have done. That had been the fragile foundation on which they’d built the bridge between them, that they would neither of them give up their principles for the other. But Dominic’s principles lay in ruins now, and it was Silas’s fault.

The disgust and anger in Dominic’s voice: I can’t do this and my duty.

“I don’t think much of your plans.” Silas heard the rasp in his own voice. “Your several steps ahead? The path’s not going that way, friend.”

“Well, perhaps not. One can’t control everything. Still, I’d put money on my opinion before yours.”

Silas had to laugh at that, a rough huff of breath. “What kind of valet are you, anyway?”

Cyprian gave him that vulpine grin. “I am myself alone.”

He had to work for a moment to place the line. Richard of Gloucester, of course, Shakespeare’s scheming hunchback who aimed to be king. His plans hadn’t worked out in the end either.

“Were I you, I’d get some sleep,” Cyprian said. He patted Silas’s arm. “And be patient, friend. This is a long game, and patience is a virtue. You can trust me on that.”


Chapter 16

It was ten days later when Dominic finally stepped down from the carriage onto the gravel driveway of Arrandene, Richard’s country estate north of London. He greeted the butler, an old friend, with a few words, and let himself be ushered into the drawing room with promises of tea and Richard. Both arrived within a very few minutes.

“Dom.” Richard clapped him on the arm. “I’m damned glad to see you. You look exhausted.”

“I am. It has not been a pleasant time. Tell me, how has, uh—”

“He is well, I believe. Not the most sociable member of the servants’ hall, according to Cyprian, but refraining from stirring up radical discontent, at least. And doing an outstanding job on the library, which I had not been aware was quite so appallingly neglected. I think you may have done me a service there.”

“We both know that’s not true. I’m sorry, Richard. I’m sorry for everything that I brought to your door, and I’m sorry that I forced you to lie for me—”

Richard had a hand up. “Firstly, you did not. I chose to do that. Don’t take the credit for my self-sacrifice. Secondly…Oh, Dominic, my dear and beloved Dominic. Would you say I had hagridden you since our parting?”

“What? No!”

“I hope not. And yet the phrase sticks in my throat, as insults do when they have the added insult of being true.”

“It is not. Who on earth said— Oh, he didn’t.”

“He told me he would rather hang than allow me to use him against you,” Richard said. “And I believed him. Your werewolf is…devoted.”

“Perhaps you could not call him that,” Dominic suggested, without much hope. When Julius bestowed a nickname, it stuck.

“The point is, that’s what he saw. Me set against you. And I am very afraid he saw that through your eyes.”

Dominic put his cup down. “Rich, listen—”

“No, let me say this. I have made mistakes, I become aware, more and larger and further-reaching mistakes than I could have imagined. I find myself unsure of…things I have not previously doubted.”

Dominic frowned. “Has something happened?”

“No. No. Let us say, I have held certain beliefs all my life, and I now find myself wishing I had been rather less absolute in my convictions.” Richard gave a rueful smile. “It is very uncomfortable.”

“It is, isn’t it?”

“Yes, I expect you know what I mean. It does seem unfair that one should have to rethink one’s beliefs at the advanced age of thirty-seven.”

“On the other hand, ‘The man who never alters his opinion is like standing water, and breeds reptiles of the mind.’ ” Dominic grinned at Richard’s expression. “Blake.”

“I should be extremely grateful if you would stop quoting that lunatic at me. Dom, I don’t know what you want, and when I find out, I dare say I won’t understand. So I will say just this, with my hand and heart on it: While you wish me to offer shelter to your werewolf, and whatever your relations with him may be, I will do so without question, no matter how much he snarls at confinement.”

“He’s been making himself pleasant then,” Dominic said with resignation.

“Quite. In heaven’s name, go and cheer him up,” Richard said. “Or put him out of his misery; either will do. You won’t be disturbed.”

—

Arrandene’s library was an impressive room even for this house. Panels and shelves and balustrades of oak and books by the yard, leather bound or in bundles of sewn paper awaiting binding. Silas would know what you called those. Quite a lot of them were in piles on the floor, and Dominic could see Silas’s crabbed, determined hand, line after line, on the open pages of the huge ledger on the desk.

The room was quite eighteen feet high, the shelves reaching to the ceiling, and Silas was up a ladder at the top. His cropped hair was neater than before, and he wore black breeches and a sober black tailcoat, in respectable style. Dominic might not have known that clerkly figure from the back, except that he would know Silas anywhere.

Dominic waited for Silas to make his way down, a tome under one arm, before he said, “Good afternoon.”

Silas stilled for a second, as if he were bracing for something, then turned. “Afternoon.”

“Hard at work, I see.”

“Lot to do.” His face was guarded, as if anticipating something, like a blow.

Dominic went over to the desk where Silas was standing and propped himself on the edge. “Let’s get this said. You knew about a plot to murder the cabinet.”

“Aye.”

“ ‘Aye,’ he says. Did it occur to you to consider the consequences had they succeeded?”

Silas folded his arms. “I did consider it. First, they weren’t going to succeed, even if it hadn’t been a put-up job, because there was maybe five of them could catch clap in a brothel without instructions. And second, if they had succeeded, Sidmouth and Castlereagh and the rest could take their chances, just like the people at Peterloo who were cut down and died for their politics. And third, whatever they had planned, did you expect me to inform?”

“No. I can’t say I did.”

“I know what you think.” Silas’s jaw was set, a muscle twitching in his neck. “You’d call what they did murder and anarchy. Well, I call what your government does the same thing, and you know it.”

“Yes, I do. And…Oh, Silas. I don’t know what to say.”

“No need to say anything. You owe me nothing.”

“Edwards won’t appear in court,” Dominic said. “The prosecution won’t risk calling him, but they don’t have to. One of the others, Adams, has turned king’s evidence, and that’s all they need. Your friends will swing, no question, and they’ll swing because my colleagues laid out a path to the gallows and lured them along it. That is anarchy. It is lawlessness at the heart of government, corrupt as a rotting corpse. Peterloo was a tragic mishap, but this? This is judicial murder.”

“Dom? Are you all right?”

“No. I have tendered my resignation.” He managed a smile. “It’s what took me so long to come here. I had to decide, and it was…difficult. I kept thinking that perhaps I should stay and try to make changes, or perhaps I should wait until the election, see if the Whigs would do anything differently, but…No. This is not my England and this is not my party. I stand for my beliefs, but I won’t stand for this.”

“You resigned,” Silas repeated, apparently hearing nothing else.

“I should have done so a long time ago, truth be told. My duty has not been compatible with you, any more than your principles are with me.”

Silas gave a tight smile. “True enough. We were fooling ourselves there. Or making fools of ourselves.”

“Or making sense. Silas, I know working for Richard is very far from what you want, and I always said I would not ask you to change your principles. But I am now; I am begging you. Please stay. Please take Richard’s protection, because…” He took a deep breath. “Because I fear for you without it. I don’t trust my colleagues, my former colleagues. Edwards’s testimony and your conviction would have suited certain people very well. I think that you will be watched, in the hope that you can be caught, and I think if Skelton sees a chance for vengeance, he will take it. If you rejoin radical company, you’ll do nothing but get yourself arrested and bring trouble on them too.”

“Aye.” Silas didn’t sound surprised. “Had a fair idea it would be that way.”

“I’m sorry,” Dominic said. “I know how much your cause meant to you. I’m sorry to have played any part in taking it from you. But it’s gone.”

“I know. Well.” Silas tipped his head back, as if examining the ceiling. Dominic wished he dared step forward and hold him.

“Richard is a powerful man,” he said instead. “If you stay under his protection, at least for a while…” Silas made an impatient gesture of understanding. Dominic took a deep breath. “And if you are my best friend’s bookman, I will always have an excuse to see you. If you wish to see me. May I hope you will?”

That got Silas’s eyes back on him, staring as though Dominic were speaking Hottentot. Silas started to say something, shook his head, and finally got out, “I thought—you weren’t going to want to— Didn’t know if you were coming.”

“I?” Dominic had spent the last days with an increasing fear that it would happen again. He’d dreamed it asleep and imagined it awake: Silas seeing him as part of the apparatus of entrapment and murder, complicit by his silence. His lover, turning away in disgust. “You thought I wouldn’t—”

“You fucking walked away. You turned and left—”

“Is there nothing I have got right?” Dominic propelled himself off the desk and pulled Silas to him, cupping a hand around his lover’s bristly scalp. “Silas. Dear heaven. You idiot.”

“You walked away,” Silas repeated harshly. His body was rigid.

“I couldn’t stay. I felt as though I’d betrayed everything. You, and my office, and my friends, I turned traitor on you all—”

“Bollocks,” Silas said. “You were right there for me. Right there.”

“I tried. And I do know my friends chose their own paths, heaven bless them. I wish I’d seen Ash’s performance: I understand it was remarkably Ashish. As for my office…I came to see that I had it wrong. It was my government that betrayed me, me and every other honest man in their service. I know that now. But in that room, at the time…”

“Aye. Aye, I see that.”

“I had spent the afternoon knowing that you were charged with high treason. You may imagine my feelings when some damned clerk stuck his head through my door to ask why a conspirator was wearing my coat.” He still felt sick thinking of those terrible, frantic hours, scrabbling through paperwork, desperately seeking some kind of proof of Silas’s claims against George Edwards, finding none. Dominic had walked into Richard’s house armed with nothing but memory, deduction, and bluff. “High treason, you seditionist sod. I thought you’d hang. Have you any idea what that felt like, thinking I was going to see you hang?”

“Aye, just a bit of it,” Silas said, and Dominic began to laugh. Couldn’t help it, because Silas’s arms were closing round him now, they were holding each other, and dear heaven, Silas was safe.

Silas’s shoulders were shaking. “I’ll make you laugh on the other side of your face for this. You bugger.”

“Please do,” Dominic said. “Can you do this? Stay here? I’m asking everything of you, I know. And I can’t offer anything to sweeten the deal, because you have everything of me whether you stay here or no, but it really would be easier. And I should so like things to be easier for us. You are all the difficulty I can manage as it is.”

Silas’s hand, paper-dusty as ever, was on Dominic’s neck, making him shiver. “You know that thing of Dr. Johnson’s? When a man knows he is to be hanged in a fortnight, it concentrates his mind wonderfully.”

“Yes?”

“It’s horseshit. I couldn’t think straight. Couldn’t think anything, except I wanted more time with you. I knew that for certain.” His fingers ran through Dominic’s hair. “That, and I wished I hadn’t taken your coat. Sorry.”

“Thank heavens you did, or we would have had no warning of what had happened at all. That said, you ruined it. I’ve had to buy another one. I liked that coat.”

“Aye, well, life is hard. Dom, listen.” Silas pulled back a little to look at him. “I’ve thought about this already. I talked to David—”

“Who?”

“David Cyprian. Interesting cove. He has this way of looking at things, he says you turn round the situation till you find your advantage. So you might say, not many people care about a Ludgate bookseller’s opinions. But if you’re Lord Richard Vane’s bookman, and you’re writing on causes his lordship cares about too, about abolition or education, say, well, you might find more people with power listening.” Silas grimaced. “And you can imagine what I think of that. But you use what you got to hand, right?”

“Quite right,” Dominic said fervently.

“Very bright man, David. Plays a vicious game of backgammon. So what I mean is, this won’t make me useless, unless I let it. Reform can’t be my fight any longer, but like you said, I’ve done my term of service. For what that was worth.”

“Something, perhaps,” Dominic said. “Not now, not yet. But if my party had to sink so low to win a single battle, I wonder about our chances in the war.”

“We’ll see,” Silas said. “And talk. But, for now, doing this…Yes.”

Dominic could feel it as a physical thing—happiness closing over him like warm water, soothing the cuts and burns. “You’re going to stay.”

“Well, this library’s a disgrace. Someone needs to get it sorted out.”

“You’ll stay.” Dominic rested his forehead against Silas’s, felt for his hands. “You’ll stay, and I can come and go as I please. We can see each other as we like. More than just Wednesdays even.” It seemed impossible. He wanted to sit down, except that he never wanted to move from this moment, holding Silas safe.

“Aye, well. Don’t want you underfoot.” Silas’s fingers tightened, denying his words.

“We’ll have to see how that will work. I, uh, have been offered another post.” He coughed. “The Board of Taxes.”

“Taxes? God almighty. You don’t like to be liked, do you?”

“I have to find some way to provoke you.” Dominic pulled Silas close, felt his chest rise and fall, felt his own muscles relaxing in giddy relief. His precious firebrand, warm against him. “But if you’re here, if I know you’re safe, I can rest easy. For the first time in months, I may add. I might actually feel comfortable again.”

Silas’s fingers hardened on Dominic’s, thumbs digging into his palms. “I wouldn’t bet on that if I were you, Tory.” There was that little growl in his voice that made the hair rise on Dominic’s arms. “No, I wouldn’t bet on that at all.”


Epilogue

MAY 1820

Silas was in the book room at Albemarle Street, staring into the fire lit against the cool of the evening, when Dominic entered. He latched the door behind him. Silas didn’t turn.

“You’ve seen the newspapers,” Dominic said.

“Aye.”

“You didn’t go, did you?”

“No.”

Dominic came up behind him and put a light hand to his shoulder. “Good.”

The trial of the Cato Street conspirators had been as much a farce as the conspiracy itself. The prosecution had declined to call George Edwards, and in his absence the judge had refused to consider any evidence of his involvement. The mysterious notice of the dinner was dismissed as irrelevant. No question of an agent provocateur had been admitted. Robert Adams had stumbled his way through his highly coached testimony, and the sentences of high treason had been handed down.

Five of the conspirators, including Thistlewood, had hanged the previous morning. As an act of clemency, they had been spared drawing and quartering; instead, the corpses had been decapitated and the heads displayed, as traitors deserved. Five more had had their sentences commuted to transportation. A clean sweep, much as Lord Liverpool’s Tories had made of the election, holding on to power with an increased majority. It had all been a triumph for the government. In another life, knowing less, Dominic would have been jubilant.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“Aye, well, we knew it was coming. They died well by all accounts, and there’s an end to it. Enough.” Silas turned from the fire, or from his thoughts, and gave Dominic a long look. “Very nice.”

Dominic knew he looked well. He was dining here, a private meal with some of the Ricardians. It was intended to be a regrouping after the events of a dramatic twelve months that had tested old friendships and forged new ones, and he was looking forward to it. He was plainly dressed, in silent opposition to the peacock feathers Julius and Harry would doubtless be sporting, but he was pleased with his new waistcoat and with the subtle silver watch chain he wore across it.

That had caught Silas’s eye. He lifted it with a finger. “Chain, eh? What’s that for?”

“My watch.”

“Is it.” Silas gave it a tug, and Dominic swayed forward in response. “I reckon I should be the one putting chains on you.”

“You are,” Dominic said softly. “You have.”

Silas twisted his finger in the chain, tightening it. It was attached only to Dominic’s waistcoat, it was just cloth that pulled over his chest, but he still gave a little flinch at the shadow or anticipation of pain and saw the response leap in Silas’s eyes.

“I’ve got better ideas for you than a dinner, Tory.”

“I can’t be late,” Dominic said, telling himself as much as Silas, because Silas’s other hand was moving downward and taking commanding hold. Dominic shifted his legs apart, giving access. “Don’t do that.”

“Don’t what?” Silas murmured in his ear. “Don’t put you on your knees and give you a mouthful? Don’t bend you over the desk and make a mess of your pretty clothes? Or…” Silas’s hand tightened. “Don’t pack you off to the drawing room with a stand you could use to poke the fire?”

“Please don’t do that.”

Silas’s strong fingers were working him through the cloth, with unquestioned ownership. His other hand was wound in the chain, keeping Dominic close. As though he could have pulled away. “Aye, that sounds good. You go mix with your gentry friends with your prick aching for it. Me, I’ll have a drink, put my feet up. Maybe I’ll pay David a visit, see if he fancies losing at backgammon.”

“I thought he mostly beat you.”

Silas tightened his grip punitively. Dominic whimpered.

“And when you can’t stand any more waiting, you come and find me, Tory, and we’ll see about a bit of backgammoning for you too.” Silas brushed his lips over Dominic’s ear, sending shivers over his scalp. “No doubt about who’ll win that round, is there?”

None at all. Dominic squirmed against him. “Couldn’t we—”

“No.” Silas’s hand pressed harder against Dominic’s constricted prick. “You’ll just have to wait.”

“I don’t want to wait,” Dominic objected breathlessly.

“Nor me.” Silas gave him a wolfish grin. “The difference is, I don’t have to. Get on your knees, Tory. I’ll spoil your supper for you.”

In half an hour, he was due to be in the drawing room. He’d be flushed, his hair disarranged; he’d have Silas on his breath and an ache between his legs that would render the entire evening a torture. “You can’t do this to me,” Dominic protested. “You swine.”

“That right? And here was me thinking I can do anything I want to you. Going to tell me otherwise?”

“No.”

“What can I do?”

Dominic shut his eyes. “Anything you want.”

Silas’s lips, open and demanding, met his. There was a tongue in his mouth, hard knuckles digging into his chest, a hand between his legs working his straining prick, and Dominic gave himself up to those long, commanding, hungry kisses. Anything at all, my brute. For the taking.

Silas pulled away too soon, looking dazed, though his grip was unmerciful as ever. “That’s for later. A lot more of that. For now…got anything to say?”

Anything meant Mason, which meant No. No, I don’t want you to fuck my mouth and send me off with swollen lips and an aching prick; I don’t want my friends quietly speculating about what I’ve been up to; I don’t want to spend the night shaking with anticipation…

“Nothing at all,” Dominic said.

Silas smiled at him, that look of conspiratorial understanding between the two of them, and Dominic felt his own lips curve in response. “I’m glad to hear it, Tory. Now get on your knees.”


Author’s Note

This is a romance, but the tragic farce of the Cato Street Conspiracy was real. I have taken all the details and much of the conspirators’ dialogue from the accounts given at the trial. They really were that deluded, that desperate, their plan really was that bad; and they really were set up by George Edwards, acting as agent provocateur for a reactionary government, and a judge who ensured their trial could go only one way.

Arthur Thistlewood, James Ings, Richard Tidd, John Thomas Brunt, and William Davidson were hanged on May 1, 1820.


For May Peterson, who is definitely Team Radical
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Prologue

FEBRUARY 24, 1820

Lord Richard Vane and his valet stood in the book room, waiting. The clock on the mantel ticked.

“What the devil is keeping Julius?” Lord Richard demanded of David or of the empty air. “He should surely have the man here by now.”

“Conspiracy to murder and high treason.” David made a face. “It may not be that easy to secure his bail. Mr. Norreys has an authoritative manner”—Lord Richard gave a short laugh—“and your name has a great deal of power. Nevertheless…”

“Indeed. Oh, damn Dominic and his accursed democrat. What will we do if Julius can’t get him out?”

Silas Mason, a radical bookseller and writer of sedition, had been arrested that morning as part of what was already being called the Cato Street Conspiracy. A group of gutter revolutionaries had plotted to murder the entire British cabinet the previous night, and although they had been thwarted, an officer had been killed in the melee. Everyone involved would doubtless hang.

That was not David’s problem, and certainly not Lord Richard’s, except for the matter of Dominic Frey. Lord Richard’s best friend was conducting an intense affair with Mason, and when the radical had been arrested he had been wearing Mr. Frey’s coat. If people started asking what linked a murderous seditionist to a gentleman of the Home Office, Mr. Frey could find himself in very deep trouble indeed.

Lord Richard had fallen out badly with Mr. Frey over his disgraceful affair, but they had been lovers once, and friends since boyhood. Lord Richard would not see him suffer if he could prevent it.

Or, rather, if David could prevent it. Lord Richard gave orders; it was David who carried them out.

To the world he was a valet, nothing more. A servant who wore Lord Richard’s livery and obeyed his commands; even his offensively red hair was powdered away to white on his master’s order. But when he had Lord Richard’s will to enforce, David Cyprian was silently and secretly one of the most powerful men in London. Unknown, unseen, and in charge. The pleasure of it tingled in his veins.

“It depends, my lord,” he said now. “We’ll have to play the hand as it’s dealt to us, but we can play it. Trust me.”

“Oh, I do,” Lord Richard said. “I depend entirely on you. Otherwise I suspect I should have run mad after the last few months, and as it is, I can feel Bedlam beckoning. Cyprian, what the devil do I do if Mason is not innocent?”

“Mr. Frey insists he is.”

“Dominic may not be the best judge at this time,” Lord Richard said grimly. “If the man is part of murder and treason— But he had Dominic’s coat, curse it. What if saving my friend requires saving a traitor?” His voice was strained. David knew how deeply he loved Mr. Frey, how heavily he bore his responsibilities, and his master’s dilemma was a stab to his own heart. “God rot it, how can I decide that? What can I do?”

“You can leave it to me,” David said.

Lord Richard’s eyes widened, as well they might. David went on before he could speak. “You should not have to make a choice between duty and friendship. Nobody should. If it happens—and it may not; Mr. Frey is no fool—but if it does, my lord, I beg you, walk away and let me deal with it.” He offered his master a smile. “That is what you pay me for.”

“I truly don’t,” Lord Richard said. “Golden Ball himself could not pay you so much. I can’t ask you to take on that responsibility for me.”

You can ask me for anything you like. The words hovered on David’s lips. He wanted to say them; God knew they were true. But this was his master and he couldn’t do it.

It was enraging. David balked at nothing, from burglary to blackmail, to achieve his ends; he had certainly never struggled with something as simple as approaching a possible bedmate. He just asked, because it was astonishing what he had won for himself by daring to reach for it. It had always astonished David how few people dared to reach.

And now he understood why they did not. Through four years of service, four years of alliance and trust and friendship underpinned by the persistent heartbeat of desire, David had never dared ask for the one thing he wanted most, because he was afraid to learn he could not have it.

He could not ask now, but at least he could give. Lord Richard needed him, and it was better than nothing. “You carry burdens for all your friends, my lord. Someone has to do it for you now and again.”

Lord Richard’s lips parted slightly. He was a big man, absurdly wealthy and infinitely privileged, but at that moment his expression was so painfully vulnerable that David’s heart contracted in his chest with the urge to make all well.

He began to say “My lord,” raising his hand in a gesture. Lord Richard started to speak at the same time, turning toward him, and their hands collided in the air.

David froze.

He couldn’t move away, couldn’t beg his lord’s pardon for the clumsiness. Could do nothing but stand and feel the pressure of Lord Richard’s fingers against his, because his master wasn’t moving either. They should have pulled away, one or both, but neither did, and every tick of the clock as they stood and stared at each other, hand to hand, was a hammer blow that nailed the unspoken thing irrevocably into place between them.

The unspoken thing, the forbidden hope, the one point where David’s service felt like servitude because he could not even ask. But Lord Richard still wasn’t moving, his deep blue eyes locked on David’s and wide with shock, and now they knew, now they both knew and there was no pretending otherwise.

David could feel the blood thumping in Lord Richard’s fingertips, unless that was his own. He licked his lips, steeling himself. “My lord?” He cursed himself that it came out as a question.

“Cyprian.” Lord Richard’s arm shook a little, but his fingers didn’t move. “Cyprian— I—”

Footsteps echoed in the hall outside. They both snatched their hands away at the firm knock at the door, and were standing in separate silence as Mr. Norreys entered with the radical gaolbird Mason.

David listened to the subsequent argument with about a third of his mind, sorting the detail into advantageous, usable, disastrous, while the important thoughts pounded through him. You want me. You know I know it. What will we do? What did that change?

Mason was, it seemed, rather more involved in the conspiracy than Mr. Frey had let on. David cursed the pair of them mentally as he watched his master’s control slip. He could feel Lord Richard’s fear for his friend, though it was well hidden behind his anger at Mason and the whole damned stupid business.

“Get him out of the country,” Lord Richard ordered, gesturing at the radical. His decision was made. Of course he would not put the guilt of saving a traitor from the noose on David’s shoulders; he bore his own responsibility, even if it would cost him endless self-reproach, and probably Mr. Frey’s friendship.

David wasn’t having that if he could help it.

“This man is guilty of treason,” Lord Richard went on. “Dominic will accept an end to this insanity, all of it, or I will make him.”

“You won’t,” Mason said flatly.

“I beg your pardon?”

The radical took a step forward rather than back, glaring up into Lord Richard’s face. He was unshaven, gaol stained, and utterly unintimidated. David was mildly impressed. “I said, you won’t. You’ve hagridden Dom for fifteen fucking years, and I won’t have you giving him another dose of what’s wrong with him.”

Oh, you fucker. That would have hit Lord Richard right in the guilt. His bitterly ended relationship with Mr. Frey had been a running sore for most of their adult lives—

And David could use Mason to cauterize it. He could use this calamity, twist it to his advantage. The idea exploded in his head as Mason went on, his tone savage. Lord Richard stood apparently unmoved under the tirade, but David knew that stony expression and what it hid, and he was quite ready when Lord Richard threw a single desperate glance at him.

David met his eyes, conveying a message. Let me do it. Let me work. Trust me.

Lord Richard looked away as he spoke, back at Mason. “Cyprian.” Brisk and brief, and only David would have heard the plea in his voice. “Deal with this for me. Whatever seems necessary.” He turned on his heel.

Mr. Norreys’s lips parted in silent astonishment as Lord Richard stalked out, back very straight. David had no time to deal with that. He murmured an excuse and followed.

The hall was empty. Lord Richard stood alone, rigid with anger, and as David closed the door behind him, he slapped a palm with brutal force against the expensively papered wall. “God damn it. Damn him.”

“I’ll need free rein,” David said with urgency. Nothing else mattered for the moment, not even that touch. He had to do this. “I will make it go away, my lord, I will make Mr. Frey happy, I will deal with it all. Just let me.”

“Do it,” Lord Richard rasped. “That accursed, bloody— Do whatever you need.” He turned jerkily and strode off.

David took a single deep breath before letting himself back into the book room. I will do exactly that. What we need. I will save Mason’s neck, and get Mr. Frey out of your way for good. And then, my lord…we’ll see.


Chapter 1

MARCH 8, 1820

“Bear off,” Silas said smugly. “And that’s you gammoned.”

David sat back with a sigh. It had not been one of his better performances, and Silas, a bludgeoning, brutal opponent at the backgammon board, was developing a knack for strategy too. “Blast you.” He totted up the points, wincing. In their ongoing contest, Silas’s score was definitely creeping upward.

“Another round?” Silas suggested.

David glanced at the clock. It was only half past midnight but he shook his head. “I think not.”

“Thought they were on a spree. You can’t be expecting his lordship back before two at the earliest.”

“No. Well.”

Silas shrugged, and topped up his glass as David began to pack away the counters. He tilted the bottle to David’s tumbler in invitation; David shook his head again. “No? It’s probably best. With you on a losing streak, and all.”

“Two games don’t constitute a losing streak,” David objected. “Unlike the seven in a row you lost last week. That was a streak.”

He had taken a strong and unexpected liking to Silas, rough-tongued lout that he was. David’s position as valet isolated him from the rest of the household. He was outside the hierarchy: Lord Richard’s man. He would have tolerated more than solitude for that, but over four years it had become tiresome that nobody would even give him a game for fear of winning.

Silas spoke as he liked, and not only tried his best to beat David at backgammon but crowed about it when he did. David was slightly startled at how much he enjoyed having a friend in the house.

Silas took a swallow of gin. “Here, I was reading something the other day; this’ll interest you. Philosopher fellow, writing on whether animals have souls.”

“You think animals have souls?” David said incredulously.

“Me? I don’t think people have souls.”

David winced. “Keep that to yourself. No atheism on Lord Richard’s time, thank you.”

“Don’t ask if you don’t want to know. Anyway, he had a story about dogs who know when their owner’s on his way. They’ll jump to the window or the front door, for no reason, couldn’t have heard anything, and five minutes later he arrives. Animal instinct or some such, I don’t know. Point is, they can sense when their master’s coming home.”

It sounded plausible enough, but Lord Richard did not own dogs, and therefore David didn’t care. “Well, and?”

“And what?”

“You said it would interest me. I’m waiting to find out why.”

Silas gave him an evil grin. “No reason.”

David returned a suspicious look, then shut the backgammon box and put it on the shelf. They were playing in his bedroom, since it was more comfortable for everyone if they both avoided the servants’ hall. As Lord Richard’s valet, David had a room big enough to accommodate a table with two chairs, more space than he’d ever had in his life, but he’d spent too long arranging gentlemen’s existences to tolerate anything in less than perfect order.

“If you’re going to bore me with pointless tales—” he began, and then his head snapped up as the bell rang.

“That’ll be Lord Richard coming home,” Silas observed with immense satisfaction. “Lucky you were ready for him, eh?”

David was momentarily lost for words. “Go shove your mother,” he managed at last. “You blasted gutter-blood.”

Silas lifted his glass in a toast, grinning, as David scooped up his coat. “Off you go, give his lordship my love. I’ll just finish your gin.”

“I hope it chokes you.” David checked his hair in the little mirror. Impeccably powdered, none of the telltale red visible.

“Cheers to you too. ’Night.”

“Good night.” David hurried out. Behind him, Silas coughed stagily. It sounded very like a bark.

The bell was not Lord Richard, of course. That would never do. It was his warning from the footman when Lord Richard came home, so that David could be in the bedroom before he was needed. Lord Richard might have brought home a parcel of friends and intend to stay up talking for hours more, and if he did, David would simply wait rather than let Lord Richard come up to an unattended bedroom. One did not earn the reputation of the best valet in London by thinking of one’s own comfort.

The best valet in London, occupying one of the best positions. When Lord Richard’s previous valet had left his service to marry, the vacant post had been fought over with startling viciousness by men who were prepared to abandon their masters and sabotage their friends to secure it. David had made damned sure he won that silently waged war. He had wanted Lord Richard, and—professionally—he’d got him.

Of course every valet in London had wanted him. Lord Richard was a generous employer, of immense social standing, and most of all, a superb man to dress. Too big for the kickshaws of fashion, granted, but his broad shoulders and deep chest carried off a plain style to perfection, and that was where a valet’s skill was best shown. Nothing hidden, everything impeccable.

“The most desirable gentleman in Town,” John Frampling had remarked enviously. He was valet to Julius Norreys, exquisite, who served as a very satisfactory shop window for Frampling’s skills, but there was no love lost between man and master. “Of course, my Mr. Norreys has the better eye, and more range, if I may put it that way, but he’s a right coldhearted prick, if you want the truth. Whereas Lord Richard is a credit to you, Mr. Cyprian, and everyone says he’s a dream to serve.”

That he was. David’s dream. David’s nightmare.

The room was ready, naturally. He moved around it anyway, making sure not a stray hair or spot of dust sullied Lord Richard’s private space. Everything perfect for his lordship, always. That was what David did. It was what he was for.

The bed was made, counterpane perfectly flat. He tweaked it anyway.

It wouldn’t creak under the weight of two men. Lord Richard disliked furniture that complained of his size, and he was far too wealthy to tolerate anything that he disliked. Lord Richard could have anything he chose.

He could have David.

He didn’t choose to.

They were always in the bedroom, morning and night, David and his master. He brought tea and hot water. Dressed his lordship, groomed him, shaved him, made him the image of a fine gentleman in the morning then took it all apart again at night, and always with that bed lurking at the corner of David’s eye. Every morning, Lord Richard could reach out a hand for him, pull him onto the bed. Every night, he could push David just a few steps back from the mirror and the marble-topped dressing table, and put him flat on his back on that bed. David had never presumed to lie on Lord Richard’s bed, but he knew how the counterpane would feel, cool and smooth against his bare skin, just as he knew how the bed would dip when Lord Richard’s seventeen stone came down over his own slim frame. He could feel the weight on his chest, his master’s mouth on his, those big, smooth hands cupping his arse…

Another bell. His lordship was coming up.

“Good evening, my lord,” David said as his master entered. “I hope Lord Gabriel has had an enjoyable birthday?”

“He has, and is continuing to do so, with enthusiasm.” Lord Richard was not a heavy drinker, but he’d had a few glasses; David could smell it on him and see red pigment on his lips, like paint. His mouth would taste of wine.

He moved behind Lord Richard, reaching up to remove his coat. David stood six inches shorter, and was much more slender, a whippet to his master’s mastiff. In the mirror, as Lord Richard looked at himself, David would be invisible. He always was.

“You’re early back, my lord.” David eased the superbly cut coat off those broad, strong shoulders, feeling the muscles move as Lord Richard dropped them to make his task easier.

“Mmm. Ash and Harry were in full celebratory mood. It made me feel rather old.”

David clicked his tongue reprovingly. His master was thirty-seven years old, the prime of life, and his dark brown hair was only just beginning to shade silver over his ears.

“Julius sends his regards,” Lord Richard added. “He asked me to convey that he’d like to steal you from my service and offered a fabulous sum.”

“It’s very kind of him, my lord,” David murmured, bringing the coat over Lord Richard’s hands. Such big, powerful hands, beautifully kept because David kept them, every nail polished and perfectly shaped.

“It’s damned impertinence,” Lord Richard said as David took the coat to hang up. “I asked him, if I were married, would you have me convey your messages to my wife?”

David shut his eyes. He didn’t need to see to go about his work, in any case; he could care for Lord Richard’s clothes in the dark, and identify each coat by touch. He smoothed out the heavy cloth carefully, lovingly, taking his time.

“More to the point,” Lord Richard added, “I met Peter Ruthven and he says that dashed awkward business of his is resolved. Thank you. I trust it wasn’t too inconvenient?”

“No trouble at all, my lord.” Mr. Ruthven, a lawyer and one of the Ricardians, had been careless in his cups and revealed a client’s secrets to a Grub Street scandalmonger. David had tracked down the fellow and persuaded him that it would be in his interest to forget what he’d heard. “Mason was very helpful,” he added. “He knows Grub Street well.”

“He’s earning his keep, certainly.” Lord Richard pulled at his cravat. David came closer, putting up his hands for the cloth, and Lord Richard dropped his own hands to give him access. Such a big man, so strong, yet he stood there passively while David worked over his body. He gently loosened the complex folds, painfully aware how close his fingers were to the skin of Lord Richard’s throat.

“And I’m very glad you could help Peter,” Lord Richard went on, “although he seems to be convinced it was all my doing. You are giving me an undeserved reputation for omnipotence.”

They’d discussed this before. “Take the credit, my lord. It’s easier for me to work if gentlemen don’t notice me. And I do it all on your orders, so…” He carefully pulled the length of cloth from around Lord Richard’s neck.

“Indeed. The things I ask you to do, or that you know I wish you to do, or that you do without telling me because you know very well I should refuse.” He gave David a pointed look. David adopted an expression of such exceptional blankness that Lord Richard laughed aloud.

He had not been happy at David’s solution to Mr. Frey’s problem. He would have far preferred to see Silas packed off to the Americas than take the radical into his household. But it had undeniably saved Silas’s skin and repaired Lord Richard’s friendship with Mr. Frey, and after a somewhat stormy few days, Lord Richard had accepted the wisdom of his course.

A course that put Silas Mason in front of Lord Richard’s face every day as a reminder that the lost love of his life had found happiness elsewhere and that it was time for Lord Richard to do the same.

It seemed their thoughts were running along similar lines, because Lord Richard said, “Dominic was there tonight.”

“Well, I hope?”

“Very well. I have not seen him so content in a long time. I wish to God I could understand why.” Lord Richard sighed. “Not that it matters. I am not required to understand, merely to accept.”

“I like Mason, my lord. He’s an interesting man.”

“So I’m told.” Lord Richard tugged off his signet ring and handed it over. “I trust he’s not trying to convert you to radical causes?”

“I’m not political. Which I think he finds rather trying,” David added demurely.

“God bless you, Cyprian. Oh well, he makes Dominic happy. For now, at least.” David shot him a questioning look at that. Lord Richard turned up his hands in answer. “It can hardly last, can it? Dominic is a gentleman of good family, and Mason is the sweepings of the street. I cannot think it possible. In the end the divide is surely too great.”

David stared down at the box where Lord Richard’s golden fobs and rings glinted at him, a fortune in trinkets casually bought and rarely used. His extremely generous annual salary would have purchased three or four of the smaller items. “There is a divide, my lord. But I think Mr. Frey knows what is right for himself.”

“I would like to believe that. I wish I could.”

“Well, but why not? Mr. Frey is happy and safe. Mason is doing useful work rather than fomenting sedition. The Vane libraries are in good hands. Surely all that counts for more than concerns of place.”

“Ah, you are a Benthamite.” Lord Richard smiled at him in the mirror; not his society smile but that rare, sweet, open look that stopped David’s breath every time. “The greatest happiness of the greatest number.”

David had no more interest in philosophy than politics, and the greatest number could go hang themselves for all he cared. There were perhaps five people in the world for whose happiness he gave a damn, and the chief of those was smiling at him now in a way that hurt his heart.

He moved to unbutton the waistcoat. It was just on the cusp between perfectly fitted and a little tight; Lord Richard had put on a couple of pounds over the winter. David eased a gilt button smoothly through its slit. “Merely a practical thinker, my lord. If it is right for the people involved, then I cannot see why it should be wrong for anyone else.”

“There we differ,” Lord Richard said. “One cannot disregard worldly concerns, or moral ones. Nevertheless, I wish I had been more practical with Dominic a long time ago, and I wish you had been with me then. I feel quite sure you could have advised me better.”

“My lord, you did what you could. Mr. Frey is responsible for himself.” Another button slipped free under his fingers. It was such a temptation to take longer over this, each undoing a little blissful torture. “And whatever has passed between you, things are better now. There is no need for regrets.”

“I disagree there. Do you not have regrets?” Lord Richard asked.

“I can’t see the point. There’s nothing one can do about them, after all. My mother says the sole point of the past is to ensure you don’t fall into the same traps in the future.”

“That is certainly a tempting philosophy.” Lord Richard sighed. “And has some truth to it. You are ever a comfort, my Cyprian.”

David stared at the embroidery in front of him, giving himself a self-indulgent second to absorb the words. Your Cyprian. All yours, if you just ask. “I hope to give you satisfaction, my lord.”

“You do.”

“Whatever you need,” David said on a breath, and felt Lord Richard jolt under his hands. He moved his fingers to the next button of the waistcoat, the top one, close to the opening of the fine lawn shirt, and Lord Richard’s hand came down over his. Skin against skin, trapping David’s fingers against his chest.

He might as well have grabbed David by the balls.

David looked up, into Lord Richard’s face, his deep blue eyes indigo in the candlelight and a little wide, as if he was startled by his own act. They stood, inches apart, in silence, Lord Richard’s heart beating under David’s hand, and David felt his hard-fought poise crumble like sand walls under the tide.

Lord Richard’s big hand was over his own, engulfing it, and either his fingers were trembling or David’s were, or perhaps both. David flattened his fingers against Lord Richard’s chest and felt Lord Richard’s fingers tense over them.

Please. Please.

There was an endless second, and then Lord Richard lifted his hand away. “Enough. I’ll do the rest myself. Go to bed.”

David’s mouth opened. Lord Richard stepped back, not quite meeting his eyes. “It’s late. Go on.”

It was just one in the morning. He had the rest of the evening’s duties. He didn’t want to go, not now, with his master’s touch hot on his hand. “My lord—”

“Good night.”

It was flat dismissal, not to be argued with. “Yes, my lord,” David said in his usual, neutral tone, and turned away.

He had reached the door when Lord Richard spoke again. “You are—invaluable to me, Cyprian. I hope you know that.”

“Thank you, my lord,” David managed, wondering how his own voice was so level. “Good night.”

He shut the door without a sound and padded down the hall, face blank, manner correct. Nobody who saw him would see anything but a valet about his duties. Nobody ever did.

Silas had gone when he reached his own room. David sat on the bed and put his face in his hands, breathing hard.

It was weeks since that touch in the book room, the connection that couldn’t be explained away as valeting duties or accident or anything else. Weeks since Lord Richard had been forced to accept Mason in his own house, to acknowledge that the lost love of his life was happy elsewhere. Weeks of morning and night together in a bedchamber, of feeling Lord Richard trying not to respond to his touch, of knowing that he was right.

Weeks in an increasing conviction that David wasn’t going to get what he wanted.

His lordship might embrace the future, but he wouldn’t embrace a servant. That was all there was to it. He was the marquess’s son, holding his place with pride and duty. He did not stoop, and he didn’t abuse his position either. David recalled him dressing down a cousin who’d been a nuisance to a housemaid, his deep voice carrying through two sets of walls with unrestrained anger. He’d forced the scarlet young gentleman to make his near-tearful apologies to the wide-eyed girl, and then escorted him out of the house in a way that reminded David of his friend who threw drunks out of a club. Lord Richard protected his own. It was no wonder his servants adored him.

His lordship carried his birth, responsibility, and principles very heavily indeed. Desire didn’t stand a chance against those serried ranks, and particularly not desire for a servant with hair of such a repulsive shade that he’d been ordered to wear it powdered at all times.

He’d seen Lord Richard watching him. He’d felt his lord’s breathing coming harder sometimes as David’s fingers moved over him, felt his big body tense, maintaining control. Another master would have reached for him. David was no stranger to this game; he knew hungry eyes when he felt them on his skin. Lord Richard had wanted him a hundred times, and if he had extended a hand or spoken a word, David would have come willingly. But he had not; he never would.

It only made it worse that they both knew. David had felt the crackle of attraction all those years back at his interview for the post, and it hadn’t gone away, any more than the sensation of that accidental, long-held touch on his fingers, which had felt so much like a door opening.

But Lord Richard had shut it. He would not reach for David, no matter how much he wanted to. And for once in his life, David didn’t know what to do.

He solved his master’s problems, and those of his friends. That was easy enough for an ingenious man unencumbered by principles and backed by Lord Richard’s money and influence. With Lord Richard behind him, he could do anything. With Lord Richard in flat opposition…

Because, in the end, David was his valet. He could persuade, even disagree, since his master generously permitted disagreement. He could not argue or overrule. He could not defy or persist. He could manipulate, of course; he was fairly sure that he could overcome his master’s objections for a night. Lord Richard was only a man, and men could be led; it was what David did best. But a single night would not do, and anyway that wasn’t what David wanted. Not at all.

It was easy to lie when one didn’t care for the truth, to play when it was just a game with living pieces. He couldn’t do that to Lord Richard, because Lord Richard’s truth mattered to David as none other. He did not want to get his way with tricks now, to be the invisible puppet master. He wanted Lord Richard to see him. He wanted him to choose.

And that left David, whose weapons were manipulation and deception, quite hopelessly adrift. All he could do was offer, as blatantly as he might, but without saying anything that would force Lord Richard to a decision, because David was too afraid that the decision would be no.

He was perhaps the best-paid valet in London and certainly one of the most envied. The great Cyprian, he was called by some, just as Brummell’s valet had been the great Robinson, and if he left Lord Richard’s service he would be able to name his next master and his salary too. That should be enough for any man in his position, and of his background. More than enough.

But it wasn’t. Because if David Cyprian had been asked to define his own particular hell, it would be night after night in Lord Richard’s bedroom, night after night undressing him with murmured words and infinite care, and then walking away to an empty room again, alone.
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