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FROSTBITE

Rich was still working from home in his armchair late one night when someone banged on his front door.

“Gah!” Rich was so startled he nearly dropped his laptop. His heart leaped into his throat, where it stayed, beating very hard. He clutched the arms of his chair.

Eleven o’clock had come and gone. A fire smouldered low in the hearth, tinting everything a warm gold, but outside darkness had crept in across the blasted fields hours ago. The wind had picked up, ripping at the shuttered windows with its fingers; it must be well below freezing. Not a night for visitors.

Rich lived alone in an isolated farmhouse in the middle of a stark wilderness in the southwest of England. It was miles from anywhere, and could only be reached via a narrow lane, but he had not heard an engine. Surely nobody could have walked here. Not at night, not in this gale, not in the middle of winter.

Maybe there was nobody there. The wind could have rattled the door in its frame. Rich listened for a minute, but heard nothing more. He had just begun to settle back into his chair when the bang came again.

His brow furrowed into a frown. He put his laptop on the side table, got up and went to the door.

Many of his neighbours in outlying farms owned shotguns; Rich was not sufficiently brave for that. He hesitated, realising that not only was he unarmed, he was wearing his fuzzy slippers.

On second thoughts, Rich armed himself with the fireplace poker. Then he cracked open the door.

Snowflakes caught him in the face in a sudden burst of white. The flurry eddied around him, the chill striking clear through his sweater. He gasped in a breath of frozen air, and then the wind died away and his childhood crush Parker was standing on his doorstep after five years.

It was so unbelievable that Rich had to put a hand against the door for balance as the world tilted around him. Parker’s sudden appearance struck him temporarily speechless; he could only stare.

Parker had only gotten taller since school; he must be six feet at least now. His jacket clung to the powerful muscles of his shoulders and chest. He was even more chiselled than Rich remembered, his jaw squarer, his cheekbones stronger. By the distant firelight Parker was extremely blond, his eyes a striking dark blue, the colour of midnight.

Looking at him was paralysing. Rich had forgotten how to breathe. It wasn’t fair that after five years Parker could still make Rich’s heart seize in his chest.

Then Parker’s eyes dropped from his and Rich could pull in air. Parker stuffed his hands in his pockets for warmth exactly the way Rich remembered and for a moment Parker could have been seventeen again.

Rich began to register through his shock that something was wrong. Parker looked white and exhausted, all sharp bones and hollows. His face was bruised, as if he had been several rounds in a fight. Rich could only describe his expression as haunted; it struck Rich with a sense of foreboding. Rich guessed that Parker had probably not showed up to fulfil all Rich’s teenage fantasies.

No tyre tracks in the snow. Good God, Parker must have trudged here on foot. It must be eight miles at least. No scarf, no gloves, he didn’t even have a proper coat, just a light jacket. He wasn’t even shivering any more.

They stared at each other as snowflakes filled the gap between them. “Parker?” Rich finally managed.

“Hi,” Parker said, and looked down at his ice-encrusted boots. The angle only emphasised the sharpness of his cheekbones, the hollows of his face. Rich glimpsed more bruises through the open collar of his jacket, his shirt.

Rich stammered for words, came up with a dozen half-formed questions, but couldn’t get any of them out. In the end his innate sense of English politeness took over. “Do you, um, want to come in?”

“Thanks.” Parker’s voice was just a hoarse whisper.

Rich stepped aside. Parker brushed past him in a rush of chilled air; big, broad-shouldered Parker crowded the little hallway to bursting, until Rich had to stop to catch his breath. A tingle of forbidden heat ran through him. He had fantasised a lot about Parker turning up here, filling his house exactly like this. Then slamming him into the wall and kissing him senseless. 

Rich swallowed hard, his throat dry. His heart was beating hard again. He did not dare touch Parker; he did not trust himself to stop.

The door pulled against his grip as the wind rushed in. Rich had to shut it with his shoulder. He locked it and shot the bolt again.

When he turned back, he couldn’t help seeing his home afresh through Parker’s eyes. The little stone farmhouse had weathered many a storm over the centuries; exposed beams gleamed darkly overhead, and the hearth was huge enough to climb into. Rich rarely had company here—his friends all lived miles away in town—and only a couple of armchairs clustered around the fire. Rich had grown up within these uneven walls and he had a sentimental affection for them, draughts and all.

Speaking of affection, he could barely believe that Parker was standing in his living room. The years melted away and Rich had to kick himself to remember that he was supposed to be a responsible adult now. “Parker,” Rich said. “What on earth are you doing here?”

He hadn’t raised his voice, but Parker flinched slightly. “Sorry,” Parker said in a low voice. “I didn’t know where to go. You always send me Christmas cards. I thought...”

Rich melted. He hadn’t known if Parker had even received his Christmas cards; Parker had never replied. Rich had thought maybe Parker had forgotten about him. “It’s fine. It’s good to see you. I’m surprised, that’s all. It’s just... why are you here? What happened? What did you do to your face?”

Parker swallowed, and looked down. His lashes flashed gold in the firelight. “Nothing,” he said. “Nothing happened.”

Right. “You fell down the stairs,” Rich said. “And the stairs hit back.”

“Something like that.” The pain lines tightened in Parker’s face. A dusting of snow still lay icing-sugar fine on his shoulders. He was starting to shiver as the heat of the fire embraced him.

“It’s twenty below, Parker. It’s late, it’s dark, it’s January. You shouldn’t have been out there. You could have frozen to death. Nobody would have found you until the morning.”

Parker kept looking at his boots. He was dripping onto the rug. Rich sighed.

“Sit.” Rich pointed to his armchair by the fire, still warm from his body, laptop still on the table beside it.

Parker sat without protest and leaned into the heat of the fire. Snowflakes melted in his hair, his lashes. “I’m sorry,” Parker said again.

“It’s fine,” Rich found himself saying. “I’ve got this.” He took refuge in practicalities. He took Parker’s jacket, then tugged off Parker’s boots and stood them by the front door to defrost. The kettle went on and he made hot chocolate, which he topped up with about three inches of rum, then pushed the steaming cup into Parker’s hands. It took a moment before Parker could wrap his frozen hands round it.

Parker had barely said a word the whole time. He roused enough to say, “Thanks,” then lapsed back into a numb silence. Rich prompted him to drink the hot chocolate. No response.

Rich sat back on his heels and stared at this unexpected invader, at once strange and familiar. He could not remember Parker ever looking this fragile, as though one good tap would shatter him. Rich could not stop looking at his injuries; Parker was bruised all down his wrists, like he’d had his hands up to block blows. Defensive wounds. Rich reached out to very lightly touch his wrist, and Parker flinched, pulling away.

Rich felt a stab of hurt, and kicked himself. Parker wasn’t his; Rich shouldn’t be touching him like this, as if Rich had any right.

“What happened?” Rich tried again.

“Nothing.” Parker kept his eyes on the floor, his voice low, hunched in his chair.

Clearly not nothing. Rich was still staring at the finger-shaped bruises on Parker’s arms. Rich had a bad feeling that the obvious damage was only the beginning; Parker was still tense with pain, he couldn’t seem to relax into the armchair. “You need a doctor,” Rich said.

“No.”

“Parker. You could have broken something. You could have internal injuries.”

“No doctors.”

“The police—”

“No!” Parker pulled away so sharply he nearly spilled his hot chocolate.

“Whoever hit you should be in jail,” Rich said, his voice unexpectedly savage. “See how they like getting smacked around.”

“Don’t.” Parker hunched even tighter, starting to bristle. His black t-shirt pulled tight across the bunched muscles of his shoulders. As if Rich might hit him. As if Parker might hit back.

It struck Rich again that injured or not, Parker was a big man, crowding the little house with his presence. Rich’s stomach tightened with a sudden surge of heat; Rich found himself suddenly breathless. 

Rich moved back from temptation. He took the opposite armchair with six feet of space between them. Parker’s hackles slowly went down; he was still watching Rich warily.

“Drink,” Rich said. “It’s hot. Good for you.”

Parker took a sip, then sputtered at what must be an unexpected burn of alcohol. Then he drank some more. His hands curved around the hot cup and he relaxed slightly, the tension smoothing out.

Rich rubbed his temples wearily. It was nearly midnight and he needed sleep. He couldn’t imagine what had happened to bring them to this point: Parker trudging miles through the snow, in the dark of night, in the middle of winter, looking for... what? A memory? A flash from the past?

Refuge, Rich thought. He’d come here for refuge. 

That at least Rich could give him. “You can stay here. As long as you need. There’s a spare bed. You’d be no trouble at all.”

Parker would not look up at him. “I can cook. I can fix things. I’m good with my hands. I can stay out of your way. You won’t even know I’m here.”

Rich didn’t want him out of his way. In fact, Rich was beginning to suspect he would like Parker very much in his way. Stretched out in front of the fire with his feet up, relaxed and happy, taking up all Rich’s space. Rich was so used to being alone here that the thought of Parker here was simultaneously strange and wonderful, a forbidden thrill.

Then Parker’s mouth tugged toward a smile, a smile of surpassing sweetness, a smile that could melt a man’s heart. “Nice slippers,” he said.

Rich was surprised into a laugh even as he reddened slightly. “It’s the flagstones. They get icy in the mornings.”

“Man walks down the street in those slippers, people know he’s not afraid of anything.”

Rich had a sneaking suspicion that Parker had just quoted Firefly. “Feeling better? Warmer?”

“Yeah.” Parker cupped his hot chocolate, his whole body curved around it.

“You should get some sleep. Let me make up the spare bed for you. We can talk more in the morning.”

Parker made a half-hearted attempt to get up from the armchair, his face twisting into pain. “I can help...”

Rich stopped him with a shake of his head. “Stay by the fire. It’ll only take a minute.”

It took longer, because Rich lingered in the spare room, where a little lamp cast a golden glow across the bed Rich was making up. Rich caught himself fluffing the pillows to make them soft and asked himself what the hell he was doing. He would never be able to live with Parker for any length of time without betraying the fact that Rich wanted him desperately. 

It was no secret that Rich liked men, but he had always been too shy to tell Parker about his crush. Five years later, Rich was no longer so shy, but there was an excellent reason why he ought to keep his feelings secret. Parker had come to him for refuge, not to be ambushed with Rich’s unwanted attention. Parker seemed so hurt, so numb, it would be wrong to force this situation on him. So Rich needed to keep his hands off him.

Rich told himself Parker wouldn’t stay long. It didn’t help.

When Rich came downstairs, Parker had stiffened up so much that Rich had to give him a hand to pull him to his feet. Parker was at least four inches taller and forty pounds of muscle heavier, and Rich was afraid to hurt him, but Rich managed. He showed Parker to his new room.

Rich lingered a moment at the open door. The little lamp on the bedside table painted the freshly made bed in shades of gold. It made Parker look extremely blond. Rich wanted badly to touch him; Rich could grab a handful of that t-shirt, yank Parker to him, and kiss him the way Rich had always dreamed about.

No. Rich took a step back as a hot shudder went through him. He couldn’t picture Parker kissing him hungrily, it wasn’t allowed.

“Could you...” Parker hesitated.

Rich entertained a vivid fantasy that Parker was going to ask him to share his bed tonight. “Yes?” Yes, yes, yes.

Parker went a fascinating scarlet and hung his head. “I hurt my shoulder and I can’t take my shirt off.” He tried to lift his arm, but pain tightened his face again.

Parker wanted Rich to help him undress. Rich’s stomach contracted with fierce heat and his hands fisted at his sides as he fought to keep his cool. It took a moment before Rich could force himself to breathe. “Sure. Let me help.” It came out a croak.

Undressing this untouchable man was every bit as torturous as Rich had expected. Rich found himself holding his breath as he tried to gently tug Parker’s t-shirt off without hurting Parker’s shoulder. The slide of warm cloth over warmer skin was mesmerising; Rich was momentarily struck dumb as the t-shirt came off altogether, exposing miles of golden skin.

Rich could not stop staring at the muscled planes of Parker’s body, lean and gorgeous. A narrow dusting of golden hair led down the centre of his stomach, a trail that begged to be licked. It was dizzying to be this close when Parker was only half dressed. Rich’s desire tautened as he imagined the taste of Parker’s skin. But...

Parker was covered in bruises. And not just from today. All down his shoulder and his ribs, Rich could see the marks of injuries in various stages of healing, a pattern of repeated violence. It made Rich feel very cold.

Parker clutched his shirt against his chest, clearly uncomfortable with Rich staring at him. “Thanks.”

“You’re sure you don’t want me to take you to the hosp—”

“It’s nothing. Probably cracked a rib.” Parker said that as though it was normal. “Better in a few weeks.”

A few weeks of pain. Clearly no big deal. 

Rich bit his tongue and told himself not to interfere. Parker was a grown man, he could do what he wanted, even if he wanted to deny what Rich could see clearly. “Sleep well, Parker. I’ll see you in the morning.”

Parker raised a shadow of a smile. “Night.”

After that near miss, with his self-control tested to breaking point, Rich had to take refuge in the shower. 

Steam curled in the tiled cubicle as the water heated up, drumming against the walls like rain. For a while Rich just braced his arms against the tiles, his head down, letting the hot water beat down on him. He wanted the water to wash everything away: his fears, his worries, his forbidden desire for Parker. But as the steam built and the water ran down his bare skin, all Rich could think about the number of times he’d imagined Parker here. 

Though he knew he shouldn’t, he slid a hand down to touch himself. He groaned aloud as his wet fingers wrapped around his cock, hoping nobody could hear.

Parker would crowd this tiny space with his big frame, his broad shoulders, forcing Rich back into the corner. Parker would be intent on him; there would be no arguing with Parker when he decided he wanted him. Parker would be ruthless with him, probably making Rich go down on him before Parker simply lifted Rich against the slick tiles and drove into him. 

Rich’s breath came in ragged pants that echoed in the shower, his heartbeat skipping and racing as he jerked himself off. He shouldn’t do this, it was a betrayal of his friend, but he was caught up in the fantasy.

That first invasion would be so intense Rich would cry out. He would clutch Parker in his desperation as Parker braced him against the tiles and pounded him hard. The image was so intense that Rich could picture the hot slide of wet skin against wet skin, the power and size of Parker inside him, Parker’s deep growl in his ear.

Rich came hard, the guilty pleasure surging through him in a fierce rush that made him moan aloud. His voice rose above the drumming of the water. He ended up leaning hard against the tiles, gasping for breath, trying to recover.

Even as his hand slowed and stopped, he let his forehead drop against the hot tiles in defeat. He could not possibly touch this damaged, injured man. Even fantasising about him was wrong. It wasn’t fair.

When Rich slept that night, he dreamed of Parker at his side, healed and strong, warm and sweet.

#

In the morning, Rich padded down the stairs, yawning and rubbing his eyes, only to stop dead on the bottom stair.

The pale light of winter filtered hazy through the iced-over panes of the little window in the kitchen. Dust motes danced above the flagstones. Parker glowed in the gentle light that haloed him, picking out the gold of his hair, the dark blue of his eyes. Parker had clearly not realised Rich was there, and he looked so irresistible in this unguarded moment that it hit Rich in the stomach until Rich could barely take a breath.

Parker had clearly been making himself useful while Rich slept. The grate had been cleaned, the hearth swept and the fire relaid. The slow cooker was on; delicious smells filled the air. Rich sniffed, and thought it might be pork and apple casserole, perfect for a winter’s night. Now Parker was making bread on the kitchen island, his fair head bent over his work, kneading the dough with his strong hands. He was covered in flour to the elbows; there were streaks of it on his temples, as though he had run his fingers through his ruffled gold hair.

It took Rich several stunned seconds to remember what the hell Parker was doing in his kitchen after five years. Then the memory of last night hit him and Rich stayed frozen. The bruises were still vivid and Parker still moved a bit stiffly, but Parker looked much better this morning—the colour back in his face, that haunted quality not so obvious. Clearly a warm bed in a safe place had done wonders for him.

Rich indulged himself in an idle fantasy. He would slip into the warm space at Parker’s side and Parker would kiss him good morning. Rich would like those clever hands all over him, flour and all. Parker would pin him against the counter, big and strong, shutting out the light... Rich’s stomach tightened and he had to stop himself there.

A little radio murmured on the kitchen windowsill.
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