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London, late February, 1808

Clement Metcalfe was in the not-unprecedented position of kneeling before another man. He wasn’t begging for mercy or pledging fealty, but gamahuching a rather generous stand.

The member in question belonged to a pleasant-looking swell in his early twenties, whose name escaped Clem, since he’d never asked. Their late afternoon encounter in a bustling Holborn coffee house consisted of a meeting of eyes and an immediate affirming of intentions. No utterances were required.

They swiftly proceeded to a back room, little more than a storage cupboard, lit only by a skylight and unknown to most of the clientele. Clem’s familiarity with this conveniently private space was due to a fleeting intimacy with a waiter at the establishment. Neither he nor his fellow employees objected to Clem using this bolt hole for the occasional conquest.

Clem had been loitering at the counter since he was not required by his employer for half an hour. He was cadging a cup of coffee from his waiter friend when he spotted the likely prospect. His well-cut garments led Clem to suppose he was a respectable gentleman, but the spark in his eye in response to Clem’s once-over promised some enjoyable devilment.

That always seems to do the trick, Clem thought, grinning around the considerable mouthful. When I licked my lips, I thought he’d spend on the spot. To follow up that intention, he swallowed the gentleman’s cock, the dark brown bush at its root tickling his nose agreeably. The resulting desperate moan went straight to Clem’s nether regions.

With his mouth still engaged, he employed his hands in delving into the front fall of his pantaloons to release his very excited stand.

The recipient of his attentions must have appreciated the vista. He gripped Clem’s hair, albeit not too roughly, as he seemed the considerate sort. He started to moan incoherently as his hips rocked faster.

Clem was satisfied with his work so far. He’s just my type. There was something about an outwardly mild and decent sort of gentleman that set Clem’s pulse racing. He could never withstand unleashing the caged tiger of their lust.

Irresistible. Clem disengaged slightly, allowing his tongue to swirl around the swollen head, adding a hint of teeth. The hands tightened in his hair.

“Oh, good God,” the man exclaimed.

Well, maybe a demi-god, thought Clem, or a naughty sprite. Briefly, Clem imagined himself to be a follower of the Ancient Greek god Dionysius, luring the guileless and unwary into luxurious depravity.

An air of unworldliness in an otherwise accomplished gentleman always sparked Clem’s interest. The arrogant sort of toff left him cold. He was no longer dazzled by an air of authority and condescension. I’ve learned my lesson far too well. Since gaining his university degree, after nearly eighteen months as a personal secretary, Clem was accustomed to being either harried or ignored by his employers.

Together with a set of circumstances beyond his control, Clem’s limited ability for bootlicking had impeded the upward trajectory of his career. In the unlikely event an employer did show an interest in Clem’s extracurricular skills, they would expect him to remain in the role of a grateful menial.

That didn’t suit Clem one bit. In his spare time, in pursuit of pleasure, he was a free agent and the equal of any man. His professional tenure in London may have coasted close to disaster, but there had been unexpected advantages.

During a time of sudden unemployment almost a year ago, Clem had delved into hitherto unsuspected freedoms of the great city in the bagnios, molly houses, and coffee houses that catered to specific tastes. At that point, Clem reckoned he had nothing to lose and plunged eagerly into every available experience. It’s given me a better education than Oxford, he thought with a naughty grin.

During the tedium of his working days, he was forced to rescind his independence for the sake of a meagre salary. But in this scenario, Clem was dominant.

If he felt inclined to kneel in a back alley or on a solid wooden floor, it was because he held all the aces, figuratively speaking. And this man, whose cock was swelling against Clem’s lips with each shallow thrust, was completely in Clem’s thrall.

Got you, Clem thought with triumph. The gentleman appeared more accustomed to the refinements of ladies’ drawing rooms or exclusive gentlemen’s clubs. Here, Clem got a glimpse of his true self, stripped of civilised manners, groaning and bucking his release into a stranger’s mouth with utter abandon.

He can’t last long now. Clem worked his cock harder, his crisis hitting simultaneously with the first jet of spunk at the back of his throat. The heady taste of a corrupted aristo, he thought.

That made his anticipated climax even more thunderously rewarding.

* * * *
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Once his breathing was under control, Clem grew aware that his knees were aching, unappreciative of the unforgiving surface. He wiped his mouth with the back of one hand, and with the other, he fished out a semi-clean handkerchief to remove the signs of his release.

In a smooth, practised movement, he rose to his feet while tucking away his spent prick. As the finishing touch to his toilette, he flattened down his tousled hair into some sort of style. With his ensemble in order, he was poised to make a swift retreat. Now passion was spent, he was aware of the buzz of conversation from the front of the building and the hazards of loitering.

The other man was not so adept at recovery. His pantaloons and underpinnings fell halfway down his sturdy pale thighs, patterned with dark hair, and his cock, licked clean by Clem, was still deflating. He still seemed unable to catch his breath. Those clear hazel eyes that had caught Clem’s attention were now hazy with pleasure. His mid-brown hair was ruffled and his pink and white complexion flushed, making him appear boyish and somehow endearing.

Normally, Clem would have promptly made his escape, but the man’s defenceless pose inclined him to impart a passing remark.

“Well, that was fun,” he said, his voice roughened by vigorous activity.

His comment brought the man back to the present. His eyes widened and his blush deepened with discomfiture. He scrambled to tug up his clothing and make himself tidy. That’s that then, Clem thought, ready to make his exit.

“May I see you again?”

Clem paused with his hand on the doorknob, the riposte, not a chance, poised on his lips. Apart from one notable exception, he rarely did repeats. Mainly because any other parties seemed equally keen to quit once they’d shot their load.

The question, and the tentative manner in which it was proffered, caused Clem to reconsider. The man was particularly comely. He was polite and clean, virile and eager, and infinitely corruptible. Clem calculated that he’d be foolish to turn down such an offer.

He opened the door, the sounds of the coffee house intruding on their trysting place. With impeccable timing, he flashed his most seductive smile over his shoulder, “I’m in the Cheshire Cheese Tavern most nights, catch me there, if you can.”

* * * *
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May I see you again? Humphrey Atkinson cringed as he strolled home in a fug of euphoria and bewilderment. He automatically raised his hat to passing acquaintances on the short walk between Holborn and Bloomsbury while reflecting on recent developments.

He recalled the other man’s amusement at his parting entreaty. He’d made the request as if he were adding his name to a lady’s dance card at an assembly. Humphrey blushed with shame.

How ridiculous am I?

To say he was out of practice was putting it mildly. He hadn’t given in to his baser urges for a while due to lack of opportunity. During his final years at school and then at Cambridge University where women were scarce, such means of expression were generally regarded as a natural outlet.

Since gaining adulthood, caution and proprieties had to be observed. Humphrey had an ongoing understanding with a couple of his former university friends who would oblige, particularly after a long period stuck rusticating in the countryside with no convenient harlots in the vicinity. Any hurried mutual relief on their return to London could be excused as helping a fellow out in his hour of need, especially as Humphrey pretended to share their opinion that dallying with a woman was preferable.

His somewhat bumbling and chummy experiences had not prepared Humphrey for the stranger’s lascivious expertise, which had entirely confounded him.

Nothing about the exceedingly normal afternoon had promised anything out of the ordinary. Having completed an errand for his aunt, Humphrey was strolling along Chancery Lane when he bumped into a casual acquaintance who was at a loose end and engaged Humphrey’s attention with alacrity.

To be obliging, Humphrey had agreed to the suggestion of refreshment at a nearby coffee house. Almost immediately, the other fellow had latched onto more congenial companions. Humphrey had been invited to join them as an afterthought. He had nothing in common with this high-flying set, more racy Mayfair than stolid Bloomsbury, and so had little to contribute.

With his presence being increasingly ignored, he stood, on the verge of making the excuse of an imaginary appointment. He scanned the room and caught the attention of a very different kind of personage, leaning against the counter.

This fellow wasn’t a member of high society by his attire, serviceably smart rather than extravagantly fashionable. Humphrey swiftly concluded he was no gentleman by the way his gaze roved greedily over Humphrey’s body.

That’s all it had taken, one breathtaking glance. Then with a seductive smile, the stranger had jerked his head towards the back of the coffee shop. Humphrey had followed obliviously like a snorting pig on the scent of truffles. Heaven knows what he’d muttered to his companions, not that they’d have cared one way or the other.

And what delicacies had awaited him in the small anteroom. Never in his twenty-three years had Humphrey encountered such bliss.

At a guess, the other man was a similar age to Humphrey, perhaps a year younger but very much his senior in sophistication.

Turning off Holborn into the less populated environs of Red Lion Street, Humphrey had a vision of the stranger on his knees before him, cheeks hollowed as he lasciviously tongued Humphrey’s stand, looking up at him like a fallen angel.

Humphrey shuddered at the memory of the man’s beauty in that moment. In the main room of the coffee house he had been caught by his magnetism rather than his somewhat ordinary appearance. But in the confines of the storeroom, he could admire the cropped dark blond hair that framed those high cheekbones and full lips. Shaped by desire, it was the kind of physiognomy that an artist would choose to sketch. A purist might quibble that his nose was a trifle overlong, his mouth too wide and his face was slightly angular.

But the man’s most unsettling and attractive quality was those dishwater-grey eyes, brimming with forbidden delights. They seemed to peer into the deepest recesses of Humphrey’s being, reading his unrealised fantasies like an open book.

Humphrey had felt exposed, stripped of all gentility and learned behaviour. He was impelled to follow when the stranger had jerked his head towards the back of the room with a knowing grin.

Humphrey paused at the junction with Eagle Street to calm his resurging desire. Thankfully, no passers-by were ready to exchange a few words in the late afternoon gloom. Once he recovered, he briskly continued to the front door, banishing all thoughts of his recent encounter as he greeted the butler cheerfully.

“Good evening, Hobley. Is my aunt in the drawing room?

“She is indeed, Mr. Humphrey, together with several members of the family. You have arrived in time for a cup of tea.”

The butler and Humphrey exchanged rueful smiles at the lady of the house’s eccentric practice of taking tea before dinner.

“Then I’ll go straight in.”

* * * *
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“Did the chandler agree to increase the number of candles on next month’s order?”

“He did indeed, Aunt Cece. And without the quibbling you feared. He showed nothing but alacrity to oblige. He said to send his compliments to you.”

Aunt Cecelia’s worried expression was replaced by a tenuous smile. She patted Humphrey’s arm.

“You managed that with aplomb. I don’t know what I’d do without you, Humphrey.”

The feeling was entirely mutual. Humphrey fondly thought that it was typical of his kindly Aunt Cece to worry about inconveniencing a local shopkeeper at short notice.

This tendency not to disoblige others partly explained why her gracious old house in Red Lion Square was overrun by numerous relatives, including Humphrey. With the rotation of the wider family, a chap never quite knew who he’d be sitting down to dinner with.

That she was never alone in the house seemed to be part of the appeal for widowed and childless Aunt Cece. She constantly remarked on how the constant comings and goings kept her young. Variety being the spice of life, as someone once said.

A cleverer chap than Humphrey might recall who that was.

He glanced around at the selection of relatives who had not yet gone upstairs to change for dinner.

“Will you accompany us to the concert at the Pantheon tonight?”

“Gladly, if you require an escort,” Humphrey replied gallantly. “Who else is attending?”

Aunt Cece frowned again, the action temporarily marring her pleasant middle-aged plump prettiness. Guessing that his aunt was in the process of making an inventory of her current guests and if they had a penchant for music, he forestalled this laborious process.

“When everyone is present at dinner, we can take a vote to see how many takers we have. That way, we won’t exclude anyone.”

Her brow cleared at this neat solution. “That’s a splendid design, Humphrey,” she said. “Apart from dispatching my errand so efficiently, did you have any pleasant diversions this afternoon, dear nephew?”

Humphrey almost choked on his tea.

“Oh, nothing much. Met up with a fellow on the way back and we dropped into a coffee house,” he said in a casual way that wouldn’t draw his aunt’s interest.

Fortunately, her attention was caught by Uncle Jonty, another latecomer to the tea tray. “Any tea left in the pot?” he asked hopefully.

To save his aunt further domestic qualms, Humphrey checked the receptacle and added more water from the silver jug.

“Good man, Humphrey,” Uncle Jonty exclaimed as he picked up an unused bone china cup and sat down next to Aunt Cece.

Uncle Jonty was, in fact, a cousin three times removed. While surrounded by so many relatives it was much easier to address everyone over forty with the title of aunt or uncle. Otherwise, I’d have a hundred and fifty cousins thought Humphrey, without too much exaggeration.

He sipped on his refreshed cup of tea, fondly observing his aunt and uncle. The Atkinsons were a fecund tribe.

Humphrey had lost his parents in early childhood, yet he never suffered their lack, being encompassed by the wider family. There was always somewhere to go in the school holidays or university vac and he never felt de trop.

This comfortable pattern continued once he’d completed his education. Humphrey had come to regard himself as a sort of useful spare man, either in London or its surrounding counties.

He was as obliging as Aunt Cece when it came to his family. He made himself available as an escort for his many aunts or female cousins and a companion in gentlemanly pursuits to his male relatives.

“Humphrey,” Aunt Cece’s gentle voice pulled him from his wool-gathering. “Jonty has expressed an interest in tonight’s concert. You aren’t compelled to attend if there’s somewhere else you’d prefer to be?”

Humphrey briefly considered the temptation of Fleet Street, the site of Ye Old Cheshire Cheese tavern, and the apparent haunt of the winsome blond with the willing mouth.

Despite her attempt to let Humphrey off the hook, Aunt Cece’s warm brown eyes peered hopefully into his, her smile tremulous. Humphrey immediately suppressed his baser impulse.

“I’ll be happy to join your party if you’ll have me.”

Aunt Cece’s brow cleared. Uncle Jonty remarked, “Looks like we’ll have a full complement. Told you so, Cece.”

* * * *
[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 5

[image: ]


Unbeknown to Humphrey, the object of his illicit attention was not in the popular tavern but sauntering down Holborn Hill towards a far less reputable establishment. It might share a similar name to Red Lion Square, but the Old Red Lion Tavern couldn’t be more of a contrast to that stately and genteel address.

The ancient ramshackle edifice squatted like a toad over the stinking Fleet Ditch. For over two hundred years, it had harboured blatant criminality. The premises were particularly notorious in the previous century as a thieves’ den with numerous secret passages where felons could attempt a daring escape from enforcers of the law and avoid a public hanging at Tyburn.

More recently, the inn had decayed and was mainly unusable, apart from the tap room and a few upstairs chambers.

Unlike other young men in search of distraction, Clem wasn’t attracted by the tavern’s nefarious aura but was there by appointment.

The bar was patchily populated with the dregs of society and a group of well-dressed young bucks. Tourists, Clem thought. He caught the eye of the sullen-looking bartender.

“Is he in?”

The man simply jerked his head towards the stairway behind the bar, which Clem took as tacit permission. The dank vestibule reeked of damp. Clem gingerly ascended the rotting oak staircase, making sure to keep his feet away from the sagging centre of each step.

Clem was familiar with the ramshackle building. Even in the gloom, he made his way unerringly towards one of the first-floor rooms that remained fit for occupation.

He knocked at the door with three sharp raps followed by three light taps, announcing he was a friend rather than a foe. On entering the room, Clem blinked in the brightness of the candles that illuminated the desk. The furnishings were relics from another age, the chair throne-like in its magnificence. The desk was vast, wrought from dark oak with ornamented legs. Like the room’s inhabitant, they were designed to give a striking impression.

The incumbent looked up from the ledger in which he was writing. “How dost my buff?” he asked before returning to his occupation.

Clem was accustomed to the casual inquiry about his welfare, the equivalent of “How do ye do?” in the cant slang of the London underworld. He sat in the chair reserved for clientele and supplicants, while the man completed his task.

Abe Black, often known as Abe Blackheart due to his fearsome reputation and his dark complexion, too distinctive to be excused as the result of last summer’s sun.

From what Abe had told Clem, he had been involved in many a brawl following the slander of his antecedents, especially when loose words insulted his mother Lucy, a former Covent Garden nun and graduate of an infamous School of Venus situated on the piazza.

Abe chose not to play down his dark and dangerous looks. He wore a red velvet frock coat dating from a previous age, decorated with fraying gold braid. The tarnished brass buttons were unfastened for comfort as he sat and worked through his accounts. The lace cuffs covering his wrists shivered delicately as he wrote in the ledger. His loose black hair was shoulder length, contrary to the current fashion and he wore a gold hoop in each ear. On occasion, with a sense of theatricality that amused Clem, when downstairs in the bar of the Old Red Lion, Abe wore an old-fashioned tricorne hat.

This ensemble might have seemed absurd, even eccentric, on a man not yet thirty. Clem appreciated that in this guise, Abe was a throwback, the embodiment of the type of buccaneer who had made their illegal trade at the inn, before disappearing down the Fleet River and into the Thames to evade an armed incursion by the authorities.

Abe resembled the epitome of a smuggler or a fence, but he was far too shrewd to risk dangling from the end of a rope. Rather than stolen goods, these days Abe dealt in information. He was an expert at manipulating knowledge for profit. Last summer, when in dire straits and in need of ready cash, Clem had been directed towards Abe and had never regretted making the connection.

Abe put down his pen and blew on the paper to dry the ink. Only then did he focus on his visitor.

His eyes, so dark brown to be almost black, were full of sharp intelligence, one of the reasons why Clem repeatedly turned to Abe for their intercourse in all its forms.

“What do you have for me today?”

Abe smiled, transforming his face from grim to attractive.

Clem fished out a scrap of paper from his top pocket.

“It’s not much, but I thought it could be useful to you,” he said, passing over the fragment.

Abe scanned the contents and grunted in agreement.

“That could come in useful.”

He took a cash box from a drawer in the massive desk. Extracting a key from the chain around his neck, he proceeded to unlock the box and counted out a few coins. Rather than directly handing them to Clem, he left them on the table while he put away the box.

There was none of the condescension he experienced from Mr. Arbuckle who gave him his secretarial pay as though it was a favour, making him flinch with humiliation.

Abe might have rough edges and from what Clem had gathered, a distinctly dubious past, but he dealt fair. He treated Clem as an equal, promptly delivering cash on the nail, as the saying went. Abe never exploited the fact that a few coins here and there ensured Clem could keep his head above water.

With a finger in every figurative pie and ears on every street corner, he must be aware that his confederate depended on his largesse.

“I’m about finished here,” Abe said, raising his arms and flexing his massive shoulders in the gaudy coat. He leaned back in the chair and stretched, giving Clem a view of his thickly muscled physique rippling under the linen shirt.

“Are you staying?” Abe lifted a thick black eyebrow in query. Only now their transaction was over did he allude to their ongoing tryst. Clem appreciated that nicety. He didn’t give a flat refusal but offered a genuinely regretful smile.

“Not tonight,” he said. “Old Arbuckle will carp if I’m not back soon. I’ve got a few things to finish up tonight, and besides,” he grinned, “I got lucky earlier. It would be greedy to ask for a second helping.”

Abe threw back his head and laughed, a gold tooth glinting in the candlelight, making him appear more piratical than ever.

“That hasn’t stopped you before,” Abe said with a complicit grin. Leaning back in the chair, he placed a hand on his groin in deliberate provocation. He winked. “You’ll have to tell me about that later.”

“Gladly. It will be all the more entertaining for the retelling.”

“That will be a diversion to relish.”

Something sparked between them, almost catching aflame before falling short and petering out. They had slowly built a sense of camaraderie over the months without quite consolidating their growing bond. The old Clem, who had trusted in mankind, surfaced hopefully. Then the memory of treachery made him pause.

Instinctively and self-protectively, Clem drew back. He stood up, suddenly eager to leave.

“I’ll see you soon then,” he said awkwardly.

Abe smiled easily. “If you don’t have anything else for me in the next few days then I’ll join you for a drink in the Cheshire Cheese one evening.”

No hard feelings then, Clem thought with a rush of relief.

“As long as you don’t wear that bloody coat,” he quipped. “Otherwise you’ll be taken for an actor at Drury Lane Theatre.”

“All part of the performance. That’s just for business hours, not while I’m off duty.”

“You’re conspicuous enough without it, to me, anyway.”

Clem returned Abe’s smile before heading to the door.

* * * *
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Abe mulled over the brief conference with his...what? Informant? Partner in crime? Friend? The final epithet was closer to how Abe regarded his association with Clem.

He stirred at the sound of voices from the corridor. One was male and unknown and the other female and familiar. Meggie, a local harlot who sometimes used the barely-habitable adjoining room, was cajoling a prospective customer to part with an extra tuppence. The opening and closing of the door followed by silence proved that her request was successful.

Abe patted the paper lying on the desk, reconsidering this latest snippet and how it enhanced his knowledge. He had no fears that Clem had slipped up. The lad was too careful to pilfer anything his employer might miss.

A sharp pair of eyes, our Clem, and a good brain, Abe thought, recalling Clem mentioning he’d attained a university degree by a hard-won scholarship. He reflected on Clem’s sterling qualities, including a fair face and a delicious arse. Abe had noticed these qualifications immediately when Clem had approached him in the downstairs bar last summer.

He’d liked the man’s boldness. Abe also appreciated Clem’s ingenuity in discovering his speciality in trade, despite not belonging to the environs of the Old Red Lion. On that first occasion, Clem’s grey eyes looked bruised and troubled, his cuffs were frayed, and his shirt needed a wash. Despite these tell-tale signs of a recent reverse, his nerve was steady as he negotiated the exchange of some letters purloined from his last employer.

Abe had divined that Clem would be a useful occasional paid asset and was soon offered the bounty of that sinuous body for free on a regular basis. Increasingly, they seemed to be on the cusp of a deeper understanding that never quite materialised.

As if on cue, the next door’s bed rail began to knock against the party wall. Abe closed the ledger. Then he leaned down and lifted a section of floorboard by sliding his finger into a knothole. Wrapping the ledger in waxed paper, proof against dampness and insects, he placed it in the recess. The cash box had its own hidey hole secreted in the panelled wall.

A cupboard, invisible to the naked eye amongst the panelling, held nothing but a few coats at first glance. Abe parted them to reveal shelves of carefully ordered files. Unerringly, Abe selected one and placed the paper within.

As a teenager, before his boss, also based at the tavern, had been lumped in the lighter, or sentenced to transportation, Abe had dealt in stolen goods. Since then, Abe had gradually changed tack, not willing to share that fate or worse.

What Abe supplied was far more subtle, desirable, and sometimes reached surprisingly high places. Many a milord would pay heftily to know the finances of another gentleman before a potentially ruinous night at the card tables. Or Abe might be approached by a concerned father probing the credentials of a suitor for his only daughter.

In these times of war when there was a fortune to be made from treachery or greed, Abe even had the ear of the military administration headquartered at the Horse Guards building near Whitehall.

Men of such importance wouldn’t darken the door of the Old Red Lion. Go-betweens like Clem and other more official secretaries came in handy. Nonentities who could go anywhere and remain unnoticed.

The banging from next door increased in pace and volume, showing that Meggie was giving her money’s worth if her unconvincing shrieks of ecstasy were anything to go by.

Time to go home, he thought. He removed the ostentatious coat, bought second-hand on a whim ten years ago when Abe was seventeen and still establishing himself as a bruiser. Abe had counted on the garment making him instantly recognisable.

But that can cut both ways, he thought as he selected a more modish garment in understated broadcloth. From its front pocket, he removed a length of black ribbon and tied back his hair to complete the transformation.

With the accompaniment of Meggie’s client reaching his peak, Abe cast his eye over his den, ensuring his secrets were safe. He blew out the candles and quietly left the room, locking the door behind him.

As he exited one of the many hidden passages of the ruinous warren, Abe Black was no more. The notorious semi-criminal was replaced by Mr. Absolom Pengelly, resident of respectable Soho, where he lived in a pleasant house with his apparently widowed mother.

* * * *
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“Haven’t you done with those letters by now?”

Clem tried not to bridle at the testy tone of his employer.

“I’ve nearly finished, Mr. Arbuckle,” he replied evenly.

The steamy encounter in the coffee house, a bright point in Clem’s week, seemed ages ago rather than only a few days past. Clem had spent a long morning pencilling notes which Mr. Arbuckle dictated in his irritatingly nasal voice, followed by copying these out in his neat penmanship after a meagre midday meal.

“I should think so,” Mr. Arbuckle snapped. “I don’t pay you a decent wage to dawdle. Don’t think I didn’t notice your delayed absences during recent afternoons.”

You don’t pay me a decent wage at all. Only a pittance to listen to whatever fatuous nonsense comes into your head for your endless complaints to the newspapers and tedious letters to your equally dull friends.

Clem felt that familiar choking bitterness rise like bile. All those years of education and a degree from bloody Balliol College, Oxford and for what? To be reduced to this?

He was torn between laughter and tears. Clem knew better than to show outright defiance. He couldn’t make himself cringe and fawn as Mr. Arbuckle wanted, but he had to compromise if he wanted to keep this job.

He couldn’t afford to be cut adrift again. After three months of unemployment over the summer, it had been difficult enough to attain this modest post without a decent reference. Clem reluctantly accepted that Mayfair was closed to him, and a position near increasingly unfashionable Leicester Square was all he could manage.

“I’ve already completed your business correspondence,” Clem said with crisp politeness. “If you’d like to add your signature to each note, then I should be done with your other letters by the time you’re finished.”

He rose on cramped legs from his corner cubby hole in his employer’s study to leave the papers on the spacious, well-lit desk in front of the window. Mr. Arbuckle gave an irritable harrumph but thankfully did not object to Clem’s suggestion.

There was nothing but the scratch of each man’s pen until Clem brought the final papers for Mr. Arbuckle to sign, together with the satchel to hold the correspondence. He stood, unacknowledged until Mr. Arbuckle added his scrawl underneath Clem’s educated penmanship and then unhurriedly sealed the folded papers with a smudge of wax from his elaborate seal ring. Finally, he franked the letters.

“You can deliver these by hand,” he said, pointing to one pile with local addresses, “and convey the others to the post bag at The Golden Cross. While you’re there, you can check if they are holding any post for me, and pay the cost of receipt.”

Clem tried not to show his relief at what would be a relatively lengthy excursion after a tedious day’s labour. His employer’s habitual meanness in avoiding the expense of London’s thrupenny postal service gave Clem the odd precious hour of freedom away from the shackles of his desk.

Mr. Arbuckle looked at him sharply, his face falling into petulant lines.

“And don’t take all day about it. I will be repairing to my club and I expect you to have tidied my desk by the time I come home to dine.”

Little did Mr. Arbuckle realise that rather than a hardship, his daily detritus was the source of Clem’s secondary income. Despite his tedious existence, his employer had a wide range of correspondents who delivered a surprising amount of useful information. Mr. Arbuckle assumed this was put on the fire rather than tucked into Clem’s coat pockets.

“Yes, sir,” Clem said.

“And I suppose you’ll be expecting some money?”

You’d better, if you want your bloody letters. Otherwise, I’ll advise the postmaster to chuck ‘em in the river.

“If you please, sir.”

Mr. Arbuckle produced the necessary coins with an air of a conjurer anticipating a round of applause.

“That should cover it,” he said grandly. Then he gave a leer, showing large, yellowed teeth. “You might even have enough left over to buy your young lady a glass of gin. Or even her services if she’s not too fussy.” He laughed uproariously at his own joke.

Little do you know, you old goat, Clem thought, accepting the coins with a tight smile.

* * * *
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By the time he approached Charing Cross, his escape from the stuffy house on Whitcomb Street had still not lightened Clem’s mood. Count your blessings, he told himself, things could be a lot worse. His treacherous mind paid no heed, dwelling on past wrongs that had sent his burgeoning career into freefall.

Enough of that. You have a roof over your head, a salary of sorts, and a room in the basement where no one monitors your comings and goings. As long as Clem arose promptly for Mr. Arbuckle’s endless and mind-numbing dictation, no one cared if he had been as drunk as a wheelbarrow the night before or had spent a pleasurable few minutes on his knees in an alleyway with an obliging fellow.

The wait in the post office queue at The Golden Cross Inn and delivering letters within the surrounding area didn’t distract him from his preoccupation. His final destination was Fleet Street, to drop off his employer’s latest rants to the Morning Chronicle newspaper. Clem was keenly aware that he was in the environs of the Old Red Lion and that he had at least an hour to spare.

The barman was in his usual place and gave the nod to Clem’s query. Only seldom was this replaced by a terse, “He’s busy.”

On one memorable occasion, when informed that Abe was already engaged with a client, Clem had preferred to wait by the staircase rather than in the fetid bar with its dubious clientele. To his astonishment, he collided with a man racing down the dangerously unsafe stairs as fast as his heels would take him. The reason for his flight was explained when Clem had peered up at the landing above. Abe stood there with a cutlass in one hand and an ancient blunderbuss in the other.

When they had repaired to his office, Abe had relinquished his martial accessories. “Daft sod was stupid enough to try and undercut my custom and throw it in my face. I’ll knock a few heads together to foil this nonsense from James Jago. No bugger impinges on my territory.”

The rousing ire in Abe’s voice together with his pugilistic appearance had caused Clem to ask somewhat breathlessly if he would brandish his armaments in a private show.

Abe grinned, pushing his hips forward. “I’ve another weapon primed that you would doubtless prefer.”

This recollection made Clem brazen. No sooner was he through the door than he took off the empty satchel and started to unbutton his coat. Abe was seated at his desk as usual, this time in his shirt sleeves, his red coat slung over the back of the chair.

Abe merely raised an eyebrow as Clem continued to disrobe. Clem tugged the shirt from his waistband and drew it over his head.

Abe considered Clem’s exposed flesh and said, “Lock the door then.”

Clem paused in his undressing to oblige.

In this den of iniquity where anything went, no one commented on Abe’s preferences of bed partners. No doubt the blunderbuss and cutlass would reappear at any sign of disparagement. Clem peeled off his pantaloons, small clothes and stockings and kicked off his buckled shoes.

He prowled towards Abe, naked and erect. Abe admired the display, pushing his chair away from the desk to make space for Clem to squeeze in between. His dark eyes gleamed with desire as he grasped Clem’s pale-skinned, slim hips.

Clem leaned down for a kiss, his hands briefly resting on Abe’s massive shoulders. The heat of Abe’s skin underneath the linen shirt caused Clem to trail his fingers over Abe’s chest and stomach, before drifting over the outline of Abe’s hardening stand.

Abe responded by tugging him closer. Clem lost his balance and ended up straddling him. At that close physical contact, their kisses became urgent, deep, and wet.

That restless frustration that had driven Clem here bloomed into heat and want.

“What do you need?” Abe breathed into Clem’s ear.

Clem let his hand rest over Abe’s prick, cupping it firmly. “This.”

Abe inhaled deeply. He kept one hand around Clem’s waist. With the other, he reached for the desk drawer where Clem knew he kept a bottle of oil for such exigencies.

Clem’s breath was shallow, aware of the sounds of the stopper being removed and the glug of liquid. He imagined it glistening on Abe’s broad fingers.

“Hurry, hurry,” he muttered. He was rewarded by the sensation of Abe cupping his buttock with a broad hand followed by the brush of an oiled fingertip. Clem’s body was tense, desperate to be breached. Yet Abe would not be hurried. He was as careful with Clem as he was with the information he traded.

Only when Abe had Clem moaning and twisting under his fingers did he replace them with what Clem craved. It wasn’t the easiest of angles. The chair, although generous, wasn’t quite wide enough for Clem’s knees to gain purchase and the thick edge of the table dug into his back.

Clem was beyond caring but Abe, with his usual thoroughness, was percipient. He leaned across to clear his desk in one sweeping movement and then, ignoring Clem’s protests, he momentarily withdrew, rearranging him in a more profitable position.

Clem found himself on all fours on the great desk, with Abe pounding him from behind. In no time, he felt his cods tighten and his climax rise. His body clenched inexorably. Clem heard a muttered, “Fuck,” from Abe. Then his release hit, spurting without the need of a helping hand.

Abe followed suit swiftly after a few furious thrusts. Clem surrendered to his lover, collapsing over the desk. Clem was aware of the solid wood beneath his cheek and the release of pressure as Abe gently disengaged.

Having reached his goal, Clem was replete with satisfaction and felt entirely unable to move. He felt boneless and even allowed Abe to gather him onto his lap.

* * * *
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Abe enjoyed the unexpected bonus of access to Clem’s person. Apart from when he was shagging, Clem was self-contained. He was always an eager and willing lover, but tended to don his defences with his clothes.

It was rare to see that narrow, clever face relax.

Abe risked dropping a kiss on Clem’s brow. To have him linger like this added to Abe’s gratification. However, the heat of passion faded fast in the chill of the room, resulting in goose bumps rising on Clem’s fair skin. Abe leaned around to snag his coat from the back of the chair and eased it over Clem’s shoulders. He reached into another desk drawer for a gage or pint bottle of brandy. This was the proper French stuff he obtained through a riverside connection, rather than the gut rot they served downstairs.

He held the bottle to Clem’s lips, enjoying his lover’s unusual compliance, not that he didn’t admire Clem’s spark as well.

“You needed that,” he remarked.

“That I did,” Clem replied. Despite his evident satisfaction, he sounded bereft.

“Bad day?”

“Only old Carbunkle carping at me again, telling me I should be grateful to him.” Clem tugged the heavy coat further over his body. “The worst thing is that he’s right.”

Abe gave a noncommittal grunt.

“You won’t be there forever,” he said.

“Unless he agrees to give me a decent reference after the Season, I’ll only get somewhere worse.” Clem’s shudder was from more than the cold.

Abe didn’t bother with false reassurance. It didn’t take a genius to guess that something disastrous had happened to Clem shortly before they met. Occasionally, in his cups or when his bitterness overflowed, Clem let slip a few details only to censor himself abruptly.

“If you can hang on until then, you can aim for something better in your next post. Work your way up the ladder.”

Clem went very still. For one moment, Abe thought he’d get his nose bitten off and their comfortable coze would come to an abrupt end. But instead of his usual evasion when Abe ventured too close, Clem accepted the brandy bottle and took a swig.

“I can’t see that happening anytime soon.”

Abe said nothing, letting silence do the persuading.

“I suppose you’re right,” Clem said at last with a sigh. “All things pass eventually. At least I’m no longer a greenhorn to be taken in by false smiles and offers that are too good to be true.”

“It can happen to the best of us. We get caught out when we least anticipate and by those we never expected to turn on us.

“You can say that again.”

Clem’s voice was a mournful mumble.

Abe felt emboldened to ask, “What happened?”

“Hubris,” Clem said. “I was dazzled, mixing with the high and mighty at Oxford as though I was one of them, even though I was a scholarship student. One of my tutors even encouraged me to return for a further degree once I had sufficient funds. I dreamed that one day, I’d teach at my old college.” His sigh was that of an utterly disillusioned man. “I was such a fool to believe I had a chance at any of that.”

“Not foolish at all. I’m sure you were given to believe that was possible.”

“And that’s what caught me out. I rue the day I ever laid eyes on Richard Farquarson. That I believed his promises and accepted his friendship. He didn’t need a secretary but a dupe, and who better than a penniless orphan to take the fall?”

Abe grunted sympathetically. He’d already guessed that Clem’s downfall was associated with a certain Richard Farquarson from the papers Clem had delivered at their first meeting.

“Did you meet him at university?”

“Yes, through mutual friends. He was in a higher-ranking set, naturally. But when he offered me the post of his secretary after graduation, I had no reason to doubt his sincerity.” Clem sighed. “When I arrived in London, I thought that the world was at my feet and that my privileged position in Mayfair was just the start. I thought I had it made.” Clem made a noise of derision that was almost a sob. “I didn’t see it coming. The betrayal of all my hopes and dreams.”

Abe could have speculated at what had
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