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    If I had known what would happen later that night and what consequences it would have, I would never have gone to bed in the first place. Or possibly, I would have left the house in Kensington screaming like a lunatic.


    However, as it was, I had no clue of the future incident that would change my life irreversibly, so I did what I always did when I had the entire terraced house for myself: I tapped up a hot bath, silently thanking the wonderful 19th century’s modernity for the hot water, which quickly filled the large copper bathtub. I had had it installed two years ago, and still I found it childishly exciting every time I turned the rounded porcelain tap handles and hot water rushed out from the pipes.


    I had left my parents and the rest of our family’s yearly Christmas celebration at the countryside residence in the Lake District a couple of days earlier with a vague excuse that I had pressing business to attend to in London, which was the only justification my father and my older brother would understand and accept. It took all my negotiating skill to leave Carl, who was my valet and butler, behind and to stop a telegraph message from being wired ahead to alert the staff at my house in Kensington that I would arrive earlier than planned. I truly appreciated having the whole house for myself, and I did not want to be disturbed by servants. Besides, I am four-and-thirty years old, and I think I am fully capable once in a while to dress and undress all by myself, although I knew that Carl most likely would frown over the way I hung my clothes back in the wardrobe. He would never actually say anything, of course; however, he would frown in my presence and possibly also try to hide an involuntary shiver over the inexcusable manhandling of my clothes.


    I had my long, luxurious bath and celebrated my solitude with a small glass of whiskey before I went to bed and, after I had finished my reading, blew out the candle. The house was blissfully empty and quiet, and for once, I fell asleep almost immediately.


    I woke up with a start perhaps a couple of hours later for an unknown reason. For a while, I lay in my large bed, listening and wondering why I was suddenly wide-awake. Nothing seemed to be amiss. Outside, I heard the never-ending background noise of London. The sound of steel horseshoes against the cobblestone-paved street as a late fly carriage passed by in front of the house. People talking, someone laughing, and a baby crying far away. London was never quiet; she was always awake, only slumbering perhaps at this time of night. And even though my bedroom did not face the street but a small courtyard garden, the room was never completely silent. However, it was not London’s background noise that had woken me up; it was something else. A sound which did not belong.


    Silently I left the bed and hastily pulled on a pair of trousers, fumbling with the buttons in the darkness. The bedroom had turned rather chilly since the fire had burned down in the fireplace. I could not find my shirt in the wardrobe, so I ghosted downstairs dressed only in my trousers and a pair of grey woollen slippers. I prayed silently that it was not the scullery maid who had decided to arrive uncommonly early; I would scare her to death if she saw me only half-dressed and probably die of shame and mortification myself. However, I dismissed the thought as I heard a new strange sound followed by hushed voices from the drawing room downstairs.


    The white terraced house in Kensington, just west of Hyde Park, had belonged to my rather eccentric uncle Thomas, who had been a bachelor just like me. He had been deeply interested in anthropology and had travelled to South America and Africa on a regular basis to meet with unsophisticated tribe members in the darkest parts of the jungle and study their way of life and rituals. He had been both a scientist and an explorer, but above all, he had been a rather fanatic collector. So naturally, the whole house, which I had taken over when he passed away silently in his sleep five years ago, was filled with all kinds of exotic items. Primitive weapons, tribal jewellery, and animal skins filled every corner of the house. I even had a full-size stuffed baby hippo standing in the hall room. For years, I had meant to go through his old things and donate some of it to the Royal Geographic Society, where he had been an active member, or to the British Museum collection. However, for some reason I never really had gotten around to it, and as a result, the house at Holland Park Avenue was full of all kinds of things, some which I suppose were rather valuable, especially for a petty thief.


    Because that was what they were, my uninvited guests downstairs: thieves. As I sneaked down the stairs, I hesitated halfway down the staircase by a wall decoration from Kenya, which consisted of several crude but sharp spears, and a shield made of animal skins in brown and white, with peculiar red hand markings on it. I carefully pulled one of the spears free from underneath the shield. I felt a little bit ridiculous arming myself with a primitive Maasai spear; however, one can never take too many precautions if one has to engage with criminals, I reasoned as I peeked into the drawing room.


    The drawing room was a rather large, rectangular room with the uncommon combination of acting as a drawing room, an unplanned library, and a study. I do not hold dinner parties or similar social gatherings, so I have never had a reason to change it from the way my uncle left it. The result was a room with several mismatched bookshelves filled with different anthropological tomes, scientific reference literature, and my uncle’s travelling journals. In addition, the room held several glass cabinets with exotic objects, a wall-mounted zebra head, and a large teak desk, which I had adopted as my own. The desk was completely empty, but everything else in the room was rather cluttered, as it had been during my uncle’s time. Carl had once, after many discreet rephrased attempts, tried to insinuate that the maids had a faint complaint about the dusting possibility in the room; however, we never really got any further than that.


    The two thieves were standing in front of a glass cabinet, which I knew contained several South American items, some of which I believed to be of Mayan origin, if I remembered correctly. However, I doubted that the thieves had been attracted to the objects’ historical value; more likely it was the unmistakably golden shine of the various necklaces and bracelets that had caught their greedy attention, drawing them in like flies to a sugar lump.


    The cabinet’s doors were locked, and one of the thieves was kneeling in front of them, trying to open the lock with a thin, unfamiliar device, while the other thief was waiting nervously. The key to the cabinet had been lost for years, and I never had opened the cabinet myself. I decided without feeling guilty to eavesdrop on their conversation before I confronted them. I could not see them properly in the dark room; however, they had some kind of hooded lantern, which spread the light in only one single direction. One of the thieves, the nervous one, focused the light from the lantern on the cabinet’s lock, and I managed to get a quick look of the man kneeling in front of the glass doors and struggling with the lock. I only saw his silhouette, but I noticed that he was young, perhaps in his early twenties, and had uncut, straw-blond hair in a ponytail. He was dressed in the universal tatty clothes of the less fortunate inhabitants of London: crude brown trousers, a wrinkled linen shirt, and worn leather boots. However, he was also wearing a strangely nice blue dress coat, which he, for all that I knew, probably had stolen from some other unlucky gentleman. The thieves were talking together quietly in one of the broadest and most vulgar Cockney accents I had ever heard, and I had a hard time understanding them.


    “Are you sure there is no one else here, Simon? I thought I heard something…”


    “Just be quiet and shine the damned light on the lock,” said the young man, who apparently was called Simon.


    “I am. Do you need help with that?”


    “Of course not, moron! And there is no one here, all right? I have had the bloody house under observation for days. The coxcomb who lives here is on some sort of holiday, according to one of the maids. He is not coming back for days,” Simon said in an irritated voice.


    “I still do not like it. This place gives me the creeps. Did you see those small, weird heads over there?” the other thief said and waved the lantern towards the shelves with my uncle’s collection of small tribal heads. “Do you think they are real human heads?”


    “Of course they are not! Do not be an idiot! Even African humans are not that small, and what the hell would they have done to make them that tiny? Shrunk them?”


    “Are you sure you do not need help with that lock?”


    “No! Curse you!”


    The sound of wood splintering and glass breaking was accompanied with an impressive stream of uncultivated and obscene curses, which made my eyebrows climb to my forehead. I had edged closer, and this was the perfect opportunity for me to make my entrance.


    “I do not recall inviting unknown gentlemen, such as you, to my house in the middle of the night,” I said calmly with a loud voice and raised my spear as I took a step into the drawing room. “Not that I believe that I would ever do that,” I added in distaste for good measure.


     


    *


     


    The break-in at Holland Park Avenue in Kensington was by far the worst burglary attempt I had ever done in my entire career as a thief. It did start off rather well. I had localized a potential house by paying one of the small street urchins, who sold newspapers along the street, to keep an eye open for houses that appeared empty. Then I had talked to one of the pretty maids who worked there, and using my inborn charm, I got the information I was after: the master of the house, a certain Anthony Percival-Davis, was indeed at some fancy country house outside of London, together with his rich family, and would not come back until after January, when the season started. It was perfect, or so it seemed.


    I decided to bring Little Brian along, which perhaps was the first of many mistakes. Brian was called Little Brian since he was unusually short. I had chosen him because he was slightly daft, but generally good at doing what he was told.


    The best way to enter the house was to scale the stone wall to the back garden and then climb the thick branches of ivy that covered the better part of the white terraced house. The kitchen entrance was barred and had a strong lock, which looked rather daunting to pick, and all the windows on the lower floors had been fitted with rather unwelcoming wrought-iron bars. However, in contrast, the windows on the second floor were almost laughably easy to open. All you needed was a slim knife and you were in.


    Entering the house was, therefore, not a problem; however, the house itself was rather eerie and filled with strange and exotic objects. Brian’s nervous behaviour did not help either, nor did his rambling about strange noises and his sick fascination over the small weird African heads, or wherever the hell they were from. I did not know if they were real human heads or not, and I definitely did not want to know. The idea made me slightly nauseous, and I wished that Brian would stop talking about them!


    However, when I saw the glass cabinet, which was filled with exotic jewellery in the loveliest colour of gold, I knew that this really would be it: this was the lucky chance I had been waiting for. Those shiny necklaces and bracelets would be my one-way ticket to finally leave the sodden part of Fleet Street behind forever. I could even start my own business after this. Something a little bit more dignified. Not necessarily legal, of course, but something lucrative and prospective. Like money lending or a betting agent. Well, anyway, there will be plenty of time to decide about that later. This, however, will finally be the end of my petty burglary career, I concluded.


    And it could have been, except for the unforeseen intervention of the silly dandy, who apparently was not at his fancy country house where he was supposed to be. At the sound of his voice, Brian–stupid, stupid Brian, of all persons!–did the right thing: he dropped everything and legged it. The lantern, which thanks to the Devil’s own luck did not shatter in a thousand pieces and start a fire, landed safely on the thick carpet next to my feet. The bastard abandoned me! I thought, astonished. That I would have done the exact same thing without a moment of regret was irrelevant. That was why I had chosen Brian in the first place. It was his bloody role, not mine, to be caught and then possibly sent to the Tower. I was meant to be the planner, the mastermind behind the most successful burglary in Kensington.


    But no. And why did I hesitate? Well, what would you have done if you suddenly were at the point of a ridiculous but nonetheless and non-debatably extremely sharp spear end? The fact that the man who held it was one of the most beautiful men I had ever laid my eyes on during my entire three-and-twenty years on this earth was not the point. And that he was only half-dressed did not make the situation better. He was, for lack of better words, absolutely stunning. The light from the lantern on the floor revealed a muscular body, which looked like it had been carved out of a block of pale stone. But it is probably just the result of proper food served regularly and physical exercise like riding or fox hunting, I thought. Still, the broad shoulders and strong arms almost made my mouth water. A thin layer of dark hair covered his chest and trailed down his flat belly. I licked my lips without thinking of it.


    He had all the trademarks of a perfect gentleman, born to be a noble. If I had looked like that when they found me on the doorstep of the poorhouse when I was a baby, they would immediately have advertised in the morning post to enquire after the gentlewoman who by mistake had mislaid her baby. Classic beauty like that was not a result of mere chance; it was the outcome of generations of breeding blue blood. I would eat my leaking boots if he did not have a duke’s title or something similar waiting for him to inherit. High cheekbones, a high forehead, and a gently arched nose. Of course. Dark wavy hair, neatly cut and perfectly trimmed short sideburns. Well, naturally.


    I hated him on the spot.


    There were only two features that spoiled his appearance from being almost a caricature of nobility. First of all, his perfectly brown eyes, which were the colour of amber, were too large and innocent. They also lacked the general sour attribute of “look what the cat dragged in”, which was the very core of snobbery and aristocracy. And second of all, his lips. They should have been thin and arrogant, perhaps in a slightly disgusted half-a-scorn impression, but instead they were soft, full, and sensitive, almost like a woman’s. I found myself vaguely pondering what it would feel like to kiss them, when my thoughts were interrupted.


    “Who are you?” the gentleman fop demanded to know, every inch superior upper class and speaking with an annoyingly posh accent.


    “I am Jack,” I lied smoothly. “Who the hell are you?”


    The man held the spear too comfortably for me to try anything rash, which probably was the result of years of training in fencing at some silly boarding school.


    “My name is Mr Percival-Davis, and I happen to live here,” he said and paused before he continued. “Oh, and I do believe your name is Simon, unless I misheard your fellow friend in crime. Yes?”


    I grinded my teeth. To call the half-dressed gentleman in front of me annoying would be an understatement of grand proportions, to say the least.


     


    *


     


    I must admit I felt rather imposing, armed with my Kenyan spear and everything. One of the thieves had managed to run away, but I still had one of them, this Simon, at my mercy. However, now that he was under my control, I did not know what to do with him. I mean, I could not really march him down to the nearest police station dressed in a pair of trousers and slippers, could I? And I did not dare let my concentration slip for a moment. It felt like I had cornered one of my uncle’s wild beasts and that he was waiting for only an instant of hesitation or a small mistake to happen.


    It was something in his entirely grey eyes, which lacked even a hint of blue or green shades, as he studied me closely. The way he watched me made small goose bumps form along my arms, which had nothing to do with the cold draught from the open window. For one bizarre moment, I suddenly felt oddly embarrassed under his intense gaze. I have no idea why. I mean, yes, my upper body was undressed, but we were both men, for heaven’s sake, and it was not like there were any ladies present to shock.


    I decided to question him. Perhaps if I knew who he was and where he lived, I could give that information to the police officers later when I reported the crime. I had easily exposed his first lie, which made him look rather vexed. In fact, it was actually quite a satisfaction to see him glare at me and the way his mouth had transformed into one slim line of irritation. He really did look like a rogue, unshaved and with his straw-blond hair in a ponytail, which looked like it was in desperate need of washing. A thin, pale scar crossed one of his eyebrows just half an inch from his right eye and gave him the perfect “Devil may care” sort of look. Overall he was in a dreadful shape, and despite his oddly nice dress coat, he was nothing more than a larger and older version of the thousands of small street urchins that roamed London’s streets. But still, I suppose one may almost, surprisingly enough, call him handsome, in a dangerous way, under all those ragged clothes and dirt.


    It suddenly occurred to me that we had been standing in front of each other for several minutes now in complete silence. I cleared my throat and started to say something when he rudely interrupted me.


    “I think you should let me go, Mr… Percival-Davis,” he said in a surprisingly soft voice.


    “Oh, do you, now?” I said and frowned the way Carl would have done at the ridiculous notion. “Well, I think not. Why on earth would I do that?”


    “Because you do not want this. You want your quiet life. Let us agree that I will go my way and never come back, and I will make sure that your house is left in peace as well.”


    I took a step closer, letting the spear point rest gently against his unshaved throat. The tip of the spear was made of steel and was very sharp. We stood almost uncomfortably close to each other. The idea of letting him go strongly disagreed with me.


    “Oh, really?” I said in disbelief over his absurd suggestion.


    He looked at me with his unsettling grey eyes, and he smiled, clearly pleased with himself. It was not the insufferable grin of someone who had just proven that he was right; it was the smallest and rarest smile. The kind of smile of someone who had recently learnt to smile and was still a little bit unsure if he or she did it correctly. Just a gentle curve of his lips, but it made his eyes sparkle, and his entire character changed. I had absolutely no idea what it meant, but it was most unsettling.


    “Yeah,” he said in his broad Cockney accent and leaned forward so that the spear point almost threatened to pierce his skin. His mischievous grey eyes challenged mine boldly and he added, “Really.”


    And before I had time to react, several things happened at the same time. First of all, Simon, who had had his arms raised by his head to show me that he was unarmed, grabbed the spear end with one hand, and with surprising strength, he swiftly twisted it to one side, away from him. That made me lose my balance somewhat, which in turn made his next move all too easy to execute. He seized me around my neck, he pulled me closer, and he… he kissed me!


    His lips crushed mine, and I froze completely. The only thing I managed to do was to utter a slight muffled protest at the shock of his lips touching mine. I had never been kissed in my entire life and definitively never ever against my will by a man! I had not even embraced anyone since I was a small child, and physical contact for me was very, very rare. So to be so utterly violated by this intimate action was, of course, upsetting to say the least. I was absolutely unable to do anything; I only stood there and let it happen. The kiss lasted no more than a few seconds; however, the feeling of his warm lips, his sharp unshaved cheek, and the smell of him would haunt me for weeks to come.


    As unexpectedly as he had begun the kiss, as swiftly did he break it. He almost lazily tilted the lantern with one foot and stepped out the flame before he grabbed some of the jewellery by the broken cabinet and went to the open window to disappear.


    However, at last I was broken out of my stupor, and as he had nearly climbed out of the window, I reached out and grabbed his dress coat. Our eyes met for a heartbeat. Me standing by the windowsill holding on to his blue coat while he was already climbing down the first thick branches of ivy below. The spell was broken when he swore and struggled to get free. But my grip was firm. However, he was too devious for me, the trickster, and he managed to wriggle out of the dress coat and escape.


    In the end, I was holding an empty dress coat in one hand and an African spear in the other, as I watched him look up at me from the courtyard below. He made a vexing mock salute before he, with great agility, leaped over the garden wall in one smooth movement and disappeared into the London night.


    I stood there by the window for a very long time, my heart racing. My mind seemed to be in perfect turmoil, and I never noticed the cold January air from the open window. I should have felt revolted and shocked over what had happened, but mostly I felt strangely agitated and bewildered.

     


    *


     


    I decided to stay completely away from the white terraced house in Kensington and its inhabitants. I even promised myself I would not go back. In fact, I swore that I would not return.


    But I lied, of course. After a week, I started to spy on the building, and sometimes I would even follow after Anthony Percival-Davis as he took his long walks around Kensington Garden. The whole incident felt unreal to me when I thought about it. Had he really threatened me with a tribal spear? Half-naked? And why had I kissed him? And why the hell did I even think about him at all? But there was something about him that drew me back. I knew I should have counted myself lucky to get away, and I do not know why I tempted fate the way I did, spying on the house and its damned master.


    Another mystery was that Anthony Percival-Davis never reported the burglary at Holland Park Avenue. I had sent Little Brian to investigate the latest reports at the police station, but the crime was never even filed. Has he not realized that I had managed to steal something, or is it below his dignity to report a petty theft to the police? I wondered, and it was the only explanation I could come up with; however, it did not make any sense. Surely, he must have noticed that I took the bracelet after I had stolen my kiss?


    I had not pawned the golden bracelet yet. I told myself it was because I wanted the storm to settle and find myself a real buyer. The right collector without a conscience would easily pay ten times more than the blood leeches at the pawnshop on the corner. Of course, I never told Brian of the bracelet; he was not going to share the bounty, since he had scurried off like a flea on a washing day.


    I sometimes looked at the bracelet late at night when I was alone in the kitchen. It was solid gold, remarkably heavy, and it felt almost warm in my hands. It was not really elaborately decorated, but had a set of strange and unfamiliar markings, like small characters with a little imagination, around it. I even tried it on, and it fitted quite nicely around my wrist.


    I could not afford to rent a room, but I rented the kitchen from an Irish family. They had two other lodgers and a horde of ginger-haired children. The father was a tanner and a drunk, but he was never brutal or loud when he came home late at night. Sometimes he would sit down on the wooden kitchen sofa together with me and share the last of his bottle of cheap gin.


    “This was not what I had expected, you know?” he used to mumble in his heavy Irish accent and sigh deeply. He never said anything more than that.


    Well, I can honestly say that I agreed whole-heartedly. This was not the life I had expected or hoped for either, which made it rather atypical that I did not pawn or sell the golden bracelet at the first opportunity.


    But then things got a little bit stranger.


    First, the little boy, who used to sell newspapers along Holland Park Avenue and who had told me that the house in Kensington had been empty, disappeared. That was regrettably not extremely unusual. And every time a street urchin disappeared, the rumour was always the same: someone swore they had seen a fancy carriage suddenly stop and a beautiful lady step out, crying, “Charles, my dear boy, I have found you at last!” and they would leave together in the carriage. Sometimes the missing street children would show up again, sometimes they would not, and sometimes they would end up at the workhouse for loitering. The fact that they were actually selling newspapers was often plainly ignored. Too many street urchins in a posh area had to be culled on a regular basis, just like rats, someone had once explained to me. One or two you could tolerate, and then they were even kind of cute. But bring a throng of them, and you had a pest.


    After that, the maid, from whom I had gotten the information about how long the house was going to be empty, suddenly died in a raging fever.


    Then, two days ago, Little Brian got killed when the horses pulling an omnibus down on Oxford Street had suddenly panicked and the driver lost control of the carriage.


    I am not superstitious; however, I will follow my gut feeling, which has saved me more times than I could count. Therefore, I decided to return the stolen bracelet. It might be worth a small fortune; however, all the bad luck associated with the theft was just too compelling. Besides, I wanted to get my dress coat back. I had won it playing cards with a young dandy, and I missed it. It was almost like a part of me and a kind of statement that separated me from the rest of the sorry lot of lower London. I had once broken another fellow’s nose in a spray of blood after he had said an ill-chosen remark about my dress coat, and after that, no one around Fleet Street had dared to comment on it again. Also, the weather was miserably cold, and I felt shabby and ordinary without it.


    I must admit I did look forward to going back to the white, terraced house in Kensington. I did not know why, really. It certainly did not have anything to do with that handsome but rather pesky gentleman, whom I was unable to get out of my head. Absolutely nothing at all.


     


    *


     


    Carl and the rest of the staff invaded the house a couple of days later. When Carl politely enquired about the broken cabinet and the marks on the carpet, I told him that I had dropped a candle and that I, by accident, had managed to break the cabinet when I had tried to open it. Carl had frowned, of course, but said nothing. The message was crystal clear, however–the son of an earl was not supposed to try to do things which were better handled by the servants. Had he left me alone any longer, only God knew what I would have managed to do to the house and myself. Within a week, I would probably have managed to burn the house to the ground or, worse, permanently muddled the way my clothes were organized in the wardrobes. If only the servants were allowed to intervene, the whole world would run so much more smoothly. Personally, I believed it was quite possible that he was absolutely right.


    I never reported the burglary for several reasons. First of all, well, not that much was stolen except that one bracelet. There had been two identical golden bracelets with a matching necklace in the cabinet. The bracelet was probably rather valuable, but it mattered not. The whole house was filled with exotic items, some of them were unique and in gold. Besides, I had more than twenty thousand a year to do what I wanted with, so money was not an issue.


    The second reason was that I did not want to create a rumour about the burglary. Not only could it attract other thieves, but the fact that I had not been dressed properly and, in addition, armed myself with a Maasai spear was the perfect recipe for a meaty rumour. Give it a week and the gossip would be that I had put on a full African outfit. After two weeks, everyone would have been told that I had been completely naked and charging the thieves screaming in Swahili. If it was within my power to avoid a rumour like that, I would rather not report the incident.


    And the third, very private reason, which I would never tell anyone about–and most certainly not in an official police report!–was regarding how the second thief had escaped and the most improper kiss which had occurred.


    I tried not to think about it, nor to think about him, but he haunted me. Who is he? Why had he kissed me? And why does he not leave my mind in peace? I tried to reason it out, to think about it logically. It was possibly a mildly traumatic incident, as I am not used to that kind of intimate contact, and especially and above all, never ever from another member of my own sex! In every way, it was illegal, wrong, and wicked! Still, I wondered why it did not leave me repulsed and why my heartbeat quickened when I thought about him.


    I had even kept his dress coat, and I hid it in an old suitcase that no one ever used. One evening, I took it out to look at it. It was a nice blue dress coat, only slightly worn and a little dirty. A small bloodstain speckled the right sleeve. I wondered if it was Simon’s blood. I let my hands stroke the rich satin material. Then I surprised myself by smelling the dress coat. I expected it to smell bad, perhaps slightly like down the river before they built the new sewer system, but it did not. It smelled exotic and different, and underneath that, it smelled of him. The sensation triggered something far more exciting and wonderful than I had ever anticipated. It was a shock to realize what I had just done. That I had actually smelled his old dress coat, and that I, in fact, had savoured the moment. I decided right away to get rid of it. Clearly, it was an unhygienic thing, and it had the oddest effect on me!


    However, I never threw it away.


    I was also developing a sleeping problem, tossing and turning in my large bed late at night. However, when I finally managed to sleep, apparently so did my moral sense, and wicked dreams of an erotic character troubled me. Simon the thief intruded my dreams unbidden, just like had he had trespassed on my property. To evade my sinful dreams, I slept very little and took long walks in Hyde Park and Kensington Garden, but even there, in the peaceful and beautiful Italian garden that was covered in snow, did I sometimes have a feeling of being watched.


    Carl noticed my altered behaviour, but I told him I was just trying out a new lifestyle, which of course, earned me another silent frown, followed by a small shudder. Why change anything? Carl’s raised eyebrow seemed to say. Surely changes can never be for the better? And what will happen to the British Empire if everyone suddenly decides to change?


    Then Sarah, one of my maids, died in a violent fever. I sent for Dr Steinbeck, my family’s private physician, and he did everything in his power to break the fever, but he was unable to save her. I stayed up that night, waiting outside her door while the doctor and a nurse took care of her. I heard her raving about cleaning until the end. She was talking about dusting the broken cabinet, until her voice got fainter and fainter and at last stopped when Death mercifully arrived. Half an hour later Dr Steinbeck emerged, looking at least two decades older.


    “I could not save her,” he said with his soft German accent, and I thought I heard him mumble under his breath, “I hate it when they are young,” as he arranged the dark glass bottles in his leather medical bag.


    Before he left, he enquired after my health, obviously unable to miss the traces of sleep deprivation and my nervous mental shape. I told him I had had disturbing dreams lately, which was true. I knew he was a physician and that his confidence was as sacred as a priest’s, but I just could not admit the dreams’ wicked character. He prescribed a sleeping draught, which I was to take before I went to bed, and warned me strictly from using it more frequently than that.


    We mourned Sarah, and I made sure she got a proper burial. She had an older sister, who was a widow with two young children, but no other family. The sister was, of course, not able to attend the funeral, since she was a woman; however, I asked Carl to make sure that she and her children were comfortable. He reported back to say that he was happy to announce that the little family was going to move to a nice house in a much better area and that the sister was considering the offer of setting up a small sewing business after the mourning period.


    I did one other change as well. Just a small one. I started to leave the window in my bedroom a little bit open when I had gone to bed. I told myself I slept better with some fresh air, even if it was the chilly smog of London. It might have been foolish, but I also left a small candle burning by the windowsill. Perhaps to keep the wicked spirits away or perhaps to guide them and invite them in, I was not entirely sure.


     


    *


     


    It was the middle of February, and the snow had once again reclaimed London, hiding her worn and tired face under a spell of frost and snow. I waited until after midnight before I returned to the house in Kensington. I had decided that I would sneak in the same way as last time and leave the golden bracelet in the drawing room with the horrible little weird heads. However, when I arrived to the fashionable terraced house, I noticed a small light shining by the window on the floor above the drawing room. It was not a lantern or an oil lamp, but a single candle.


    Curiosity got the better of me, and I decided to climb all the way and have a peek through the window. Climbing the ivy in this weather was rather a challenge, as it was slick with frost, but finally I arrived at the window and, to my surprise, found it slightly ajar. Can it be a trap? I wondered as I carefully looked inside. It was the master bedroom, as I had suspected, since I am vaguely familiar with the design of these modern houses. It was a classic posh example of an upper-class bedroom, with a large four-poster bed, an oversized wardrobe in dark wood, and a bureau with peculiar S-shaped legs.


    But of course, it was not the elegant wallpaper or the thick Oriental rug which had caught my attention. It was the beautiful man sleeping in the bed with his dark brown, wavy hair spread over the pillow. He slept on one side, curled up like a child or a small animal. The light from the candle softened his expression together with sleep, and not even a trace of the arrogant nobleman could be seen. I abandoned caution, and before I knew it, I had entered the room and stood by his bedside, suddenly neglectful about the idea that this could have been a trap.


    I took the opportunity to study him closer, now when no one could interrupt us. My memory had not lied: he truly was exceedingly attractive, in an almost provocative way. He was older than I was, but life had treated him so gently, and no sign of London’s lower brutal life had ever touched him. He looked so innocent when he slept that I immediately felt like a villain with wicked intentions. I wonder what would happen if I touched him? I thought, and before I had time to stop the impulse, I had let my knuckles stroke his cheek and let one fingertip slowly glide over his full lips, remembering when I had kissed him. He moaned softly in his sleep. The gesture suddenly felt very intimate, and to my own surprise, I realized that I longed for this man and wanted to be with him! It was a silly thought, of course. This was a gentleman, an upper-class nobleman, and an aristocrat. The kind of man I usually loathed with a vengeance.


    But there was no denying it. He was also so beautiful, handsome to the extreme with his high cheekbones and soft lips. The sight of him would have tempted even a saint.


    And I was no saint, far from it. The combination of his strong and muscular body blended with the delicacy and neatness of everything, from his carefully trimmed sideburns to his remarkably clean fingernails, was so odd and different. In fact, everything about him was so wrong! And yet so right and so irresistible, I thought, as I, on a whim, bent down to kiss him.


    He stirred, but just a little, in his sleep. I was slightly surprised by that. I had thought he would wake up, and I had imagined a lot of screaming and calling for the butler or, more preferable of course, a kiss in return. That was when I noticed the small, dark, glass bottle on his bedside table. Unlike many of my friends, I can, in fact, read, and slowly I managed to make sense of the handwritten label. “Laudanum”, it said. “Take two teaspoons one hour before going to bed. Sleeping draught administered by…” and then an unreadable signature.


    Oh, so my fine sleeping gentleman was in fact rather drugged with opium drops. It made me feel strangely concerned for him. Which demons hunt you by night so that you have to fend them off with opium? I wondered and stroked his cheek again. But then a wicked thought crossed my mind: He is drugged; I can do whatever I want with him! The thought was followed by a short mental image of exactly how I would be able to sinfully ravish him while he was defenceless and at my mercy. I felt myself grow harder and enjoyed the thought for a moment before I shoved it aside. I would do no such thing. Or would I? No, I would not! However, the opportunity to kiss him might not come again, and besides, I was slightly curious of how he would react if I managed to wake him.


     


    *


     


    It was one of those bad dreams again, I realized as soon as it started, but this time it was more vivid and lifelike than before. Apparently, Dr Steinbeck’s medicine did not have its promised sedative effect because here he was, Simon the thief, in my very bedroom. And he was kissing me again, but this time, oh, so gently; his lips only brushed mine.


    “Is this a dream?” I mumbled.


    “Of course it is, Anthony,” he confirmed.


    “What… what are you doing?” I asked as I realized that certain male parts of me were waking too.


    “Is that not obvious?” Simon whispered, his lips so soft.


    “No…” I said breathlessly.


    “I am…” he said quietly, between kisses. “I am seducing you.”


    “But why?”


    “Because I want to,” he said and kissed me again. “In fact, I desire you most desperately.”


    And perhaps I should have been ashamed, but I kissed him back. Just out of curiosity, of course. I have never kissed anyone, and since I was half-convinced that this was a dream, I thought I should try it, and I simply let it happen. I let him guide me, since I have no experience in the matter. He kissed me slowly and rather gently, not at all like the first violent kiss by the window on the eve of the burglary. I tried to copy him, and I thought I heard him laugh softly, as I opened my mouth a little, eager to let his tongue find mine. It was such a small gesture; however, it had a remarkable effect on me. A small moan escaped my lips, and I could feel myself grow harder. In response, he pulled me closer, and I did not try to stop him. In fact, when he started to pull off my nightshirt, I even helped him willingly, although I found it rather unfair that I should be sitting naked in my bed with only the bed sheet to cover my growing desire.


    However, all thoughts abandoned me as his hands started to travel all over my body. The sensation of that much physical contact made me almost giddy, and the smell of him was intoxicating. Some small part of me informed me that I should feel repulsed and that what I was doing was perfectly horrible and extremely sinful. Perhaps it was the effect of the opium drops, but his hands and lips did not feel wrong. In fact, it felt quite the opposite; it felt rather nice and very good and right. Should I be upset about this, that he is a man and managed to awaken certain appetites inside me? I wondered, distracted. Perchance.


    But then again, Simon was so different. He was a man, ten years younger than I and, on top of that, a criminal! He was more or less a different species, from a different world. A world where apparently love and lust between men were not as prohibited and wrong as it was in my world. He was a thief and an outlaw; of course, he did not care about what the law may say about physical engagement between men, why should he? But perhaps I should? I had been raised strictly, and I had never done anything wrong in my entire life, not even childhood pranks. And therefore, letting him having his way and do whatever he wanted with me was exhilarating in so many different ways, I thought and kissed him back, deeply this time. His hands had travelled over my shoulders, my back, and down my waist. I was breathless and too aroused now to be shy anymore. I felt that my face was flustered, and my lips felt uncommonly tender after his kisses, with his short stubble. It was useless to resist my desire for him any longer; I was drawn to him helplessly, like a moth is drawn to the open flame and its doom.


    “Touch me,” he said suddenly with a thick voice, and he took my wrist in his hand and guided my hand towards his manhood. The coarse layer of his worn trousers could not hide his waiting erection. I admit I was a little bit shocked at first to touch him like this, but my fingers could not help themselves; curiously, they investigated this newfound territory. I stroked his hardness, while I watched him closely to see how he would react. I saw him close his eyes and sigh with satisfaction, as he moved gently against my touch in a rhythmical fashion. It made me uncommonly bold, and I let both of my hands stroke his full hardness. My pale fingers looked odd against his worn, brown linen trousers. However, there was something about the way he reacted to my touch that was strangely exciting and rewarding at the same time. He truly enjoys my touch, I realized, which made my own yearning increase rapidly. And perhaps I should have been upset when he, with a practised motion, started to undo his trousers and then gently pulled me down on my knees in front of him on the floor next to the bed, but I was not.


     


    *


     


    I could not deny myself any further, so I did what I had wanted to do all along, ever since I first saw him: I pushed him down on his knees on the floor. He looked a little surprised when I pulled down my trousers, and I suddenly understood that he was not sure of what I wanted him to do. Could he really be completely innocent after all? I wondered in disbelief.


    “Kiss it, gently,” I suggested, making it neither an order nor a question.


    I speculated vaguely whether I was taking advantage of him and how much he was affected by the laudanum. Regrettably, my moral standards are rather low as it is, and there was no way I would have stopped him now. His pupils were dilated, and he moved a little bit slowly, but that seemed to be the only effect from the opium drops.


    Still, he never hesitated, and he leaned forward, his fingers stroking me lightly and gently, and oh, so very gently, did he take the top of my erection in his mouth, while he watched for my reaction. I did not have to exaggerate my response, I moaned quietly with perfect pleasure, when I felt his soft and moist lips surround me.


    It had been a few months since I had been with another man, a drunken young sailor whom I had briefly engaged with. Our short time together had been both intense and rough; however, this union was very different, and to my own surprise, I found it much more alluring. He was so tender, careful, and so perfectly innocent.


    In my world, in lower London, no one was innocent after the age of five or so. You would not survive otherwise. Yet this man seemed to be so completely unspoiled and rather compliant as well, an unusual combination. I looked down on him and watched him experiment and find his way while I stroked his hair, tousling it, and tried to resist pushing myself more firmly against him. He really was incredibly gentle and took it slowly, something that was a rather uncommon experience for me, but I did not want to stress him and hasten his exploring. Besides, it was somewhat maddening to feel him investigate only the tip of me, first with his soft lips, and then, as he looked up at me with amber eyes, he slowly licked the full length of me.


    The sight of his wet tongue following the length of my ready hardness from the base to the tip in an unhurried manner was most arousing. I gasped involuntarily as his fingers explored not only my glistening erection, but glided in between my legs, investigating everything in their path, including my most sensitive parts and even, shyly, the secret opening. I felt myself grow harder under his touch, and I was unable to restrain myself further. With a small moan, I gently pushed my hips against him, while I held my hands behind his muscular neck, gliding in and out between his moist lips.


    He paused suddenly and asked shyly, “Do you like it?”


    “Yes,” I answered hoarsely, and I held his neck more firmly, so that I could, without forcing him, make him increase the pace just a little. I did not want him to stop, and the short pause only exhilarated my unholy craving for him to continue. My rapid heartbeats were matching the throbbing need of my erection. Breathlessly I added, “Very much, in fact.”


    I thought I heard him mumble something in reply; however, I was unexpectedly swept away when his grip around me increased slightly and he suddenly took more of my hardness into his mouth. I was unprepared, and I almost cried out in response, and I desperately had to stifle the urge to not press him ruthlessly against me. Instead, I buried my fingers in his soft hair, tousling it further, and stroked his high cheekbones with my thumbs. I licked my own lips, mumbling, “Yes, yes,” over and over to encourage him. The hell he was innocent and inexperienced, the devious little actor! I thought absentmindedly and lost myself in the solitary sensation of pushing my hips repeatedly against his mouth. I never wanted him to stop. As I moved more rapidly against him, I felt the breaking point getting closer.


    However, it was not the sensation of his second hand, which surrounded me with a bold grip around the shaft while the other hand glided easily along my length, now wet with his saliva, which pushed me over. And it was not the fact that he gradually was able to take more and more of my erection in his mouth and the intense feeling of his tongue and his wet mouth which covered me that made me come. It was the very sight of him that finally did it.


    I looked down, and there he was, on his knees, so incredibly beautiful with his muscular shoulders, his strong arms, and his dark hair, which I had buried my hands in. He had closed his eyes in pure delight, and he was moaning quietly as he sucked me deeply, so clearly enjoying himself and the experience. My hard erection glided in and out between his moist lips, and I had never seen any man so completely submitted and dedicated to another man’s passion like that. Yes, of course I had seen it faked many times, and during the harsh years as a rent boy, even done it myself, pretending to enjoy it while silently wishing that it would end soon. But his response was perfectly genuine. His full erection between his legs as he was down on his knees left no question about his own excitement. Even his small nipples were stiff, hiding under the dark hair on his chest.


    “Touch yourself,” I suggested on a whim, when I noticed his excitement.


    I was pleased to see that he did not hesitate and reached down to his own hard erection and stroked it swiftly between his thumb and index finger. I realized vaguely that if I was able to hold back, I could probably make us come at the same time. But I was already so very close to reaching my orgasm, it was almost painful to postpone it; however, I knew that it would make my own release so much sweeter. Using all my willpower, I managed to withhold, but just barely, so that he came before me. He was so aroused he came almost immediately, and with a muted cry, his seed spilled down over his fingers. And as a result, he suddenly took as much as possible of my hard erection in his mouth, with a surprising skill, and I had never anticipated his managing to reach almost all the way to the shaft without choking himself.


    The feeling of his wet lips surrounding me almost completely, together with the smell of his seed and sweat, was more than overwhelming. It made me not only tip over the scale, but more recklessly crash over to the other side. I knew I should have tried to pull back of course, but for the life of me, I was completely unable to withdraw, and I felt my release come while he stilled sucked me passionately, intensely, and oh so deeply. While the last of my seed left me, he continued to lick and suck me in a slow and deep manner, and I accidently managed to bite myself when I stifled a cry of pure rapture with my own hand.


    I was able to stand up for a few moments before I, with a rather unmanly whimper, went down hard on my knees to the floor as if someone had kicked my feet out from under me. Senseless and utterly pleased, I felt as drugged as if I had emptied the entire bottle of laudanum by the bedside table. I pulled his naked body to my chest, embracing him while I leaned heavily against the bedframe.


    “That,” I said unsteadily, “was absolutely fantastic!”


    “Thank you. And I must say that I agree,” he mumbled modestly, leaning against my shoulder. My arm around his broad shoulders felt very nice.


    “Where did you learn that?” I asked, still trying to catch my breath.


    “Learn what?” he said, confused.


    I looked at him. He did not seem to play coy. But I had to know. I did not care, but I had to satisfy my curiosity. “Your… skill, with other men?”


    He watched me with amber eyes, surprised and wide. Then a small growing smugness crept over his face. His lips twitched, and he arched an eyebrow.


    “Simon,” he said. “I have never been… ah, intimate with anyone, man or woman, before in my entire life. I have absolutely no idea of what you are talking about.”


    I looked at him, trying desperately to prevent my jaw from going slack and not stare at him in disbelief. Let the Devil be my witness, he is telling the truth! I realized, to my own amazement.


    “And where will that end, I wonder?” I asked rhetorically, increasing my grip around his shoulder and pulling him a little bit closer. I kissed him, not caring that he still tasted slightly of my own seed. “Oh, and for the record, I am keeping you. Do not dare go away with some other frilly gentleman now, I had you first. You are mine!”


    I thought I heard him laugh quietly. We sat like that for hours, talking softly in the night, sharing memories, exchanging experiences. I got my dress coat back, but before dawn, I had to leave, while it was still dark, if I did not want to cause a scandal and get us both thrown in prison. I kissed him deeply before I left and chuckled when he tried to stop me and persuade me to stay just of a little bit longer. It was not entirely easy to deny him.


    “Will you come back?” he asked and tried to sound casual, but he looked suddenly vulnerable and even younger than I was. He had been playing with my hair, and he let one finger follow the line of the scar by my eye. The aristocratic mask he wore had slipped off, and I saw all his true emotions behind it.


    “Perhaps,” I said teasingly, with one leg over the windowsill.


    He paused and frowned. He seemed to hesitate before he said in a perfectly innocent voice with his upper class accent, “Well. If you should not return, perhaps I should try to meet one of those… What did you call them again? Ah, yes, ‘frilly gentlemen’, which you talked about earlier…”


    It made me growl, and he smiled in an insufferable way at that, raising an eyebrow in amusement.


    “Do not dare!” I hissed and kissed him, roughly and possessively. He melted in my arms, and I had to leave him before I changed my mind about staying.


    “Bloody gentlemen,” I muttered to myself and swung the other leg over the windowsill before I climbed down.


    Of course I would be back, but I liked the feeling of him longing for me and not knowing for sure when and if I would show up again. Perhaps I should stay away for a couple of weeks just to see his reaction, I thought, but I changed my mind. Or perhaps I would be back tomorrow night. Surely, he would never expect that…


     


    *


     


    I went to the window and saw him climb down the branches of ivy. I was most anxious that he might fall, but he climbed skilfully and quickly. It made me dizzy just to see the ground so far below. Three inches of snow would not soften the fall at all if he fell, but luckily, he reached the ground unharmed. He even did a small mock salute, which I returned, before he leaped over the garden wall. I realized that I missed him already.


    When I went back to my bed, I noticed something at the end of the windowsill. I left the bed and found the golden bracelet. Why did he leave that behind? I wondered, turning it over and over in my hands. It must have been worth a fortune for someone like him. Perhaps he wants to show me that he is not a thief after all? I pondered, looking out through the window over London’s snow-covered rooftops. I fingered the golden bracelet absentmindedly. It felt a little bit warm under my touch. It did not matter that he had given it back. He was still a thief, I thought. First a stolen kiss, then he took my virtue, and now?


    Now he has left with my heart as well…


     


    ***


     


    ~ THE END ~
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