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Chapter One

A Prostitute’s Home for Me







1854




I didn’t know where I was going through the rain-slicked cobbled alleyways, but I trusted my mother’s hand. As a flush of anxiety washed over me, I managed a quivering, nervous smile. We turned into alleyway after alleyway, our pace quickening as we went. 

“This way. Hurry,” my father said, gasping, his breath a visible cloud because of the cold. He was holding my mother’s other hand. “We’re being followed.”

Footsteps ahead of us clanked against the cobblestones. A shadowed man blocked our way, stopping us dead in our path. My fear rose to grip me tight by the throat at the sight of him. Was this who we were running away from?

“No,” my mother said, sounding petrified. “We’ve been found.”

Before I could find the strength to question her, a bright light and a series of screams rang out. My mother’s hand slipped from my grasp, chilling me suddenly with its unexpected absence.

The drizzle that wet the cobblestones slicked my face to obscure my vision; the umbrella my father held above us no longer protected me from the weather. Water found my face. I wiped my eyes and looked around desperately. More drizzle, now shifting to rain. I kept wiping my eyes. I couldn’t see my parents.

 “Mother?” I cried.

Another bright light. Then dull, wet thuds of heavy weights fell at my feet. I jumped in my own skin, startled. Two bodies lay like dark stains against the cobblestones. Were they my parents? Lord Almighty, no!

I felt claws of fear walk up my spine as that terrible realisation struck me; not like those of a housecat, but of those that belonged to a great bear after it had felled its prey. The claws held me fast, except my bladder. My only warmth now.

A sinister chuckle, that of the shadowed man, frightened me to my bones. I became confused for a moment. Through that, and my numbing fear and grief, a strange stirring welled up within me, an awakening from deep within my body.

My hands began to luminesce, blue as gaslight.

With a flourish of his coachman’s cloak, the shadowed man slunk back down the alleyway. “We shall meet again, Master Merritt. But for your fear, you will know me forever more as the Skilamalink Man.” 

There was silence once again, save for the unending rain pattering against the cobblestones. Eventually, the light over my hands extinguished, but the power I felt within me remained. It continued to roil for what seemed an eternity, stirring my gentlemanly parts, until even that diminished once my awakening eased. My fear subsided with the power, leaving sadness in its wake.

Rain dripped off my nose. I tried to grasp for any meaning as to what had happened. I found none, too numb to do anything but wipe my face. My hand that once held my mother’s was cold. My throat then constricted once more, held tight by the reality threatening to crush me.

After my breath hitched, I cried.

The harsh clacking sounds of the wooden rattles used by the peelers—the men of the law—pierced the rain at that moment. I could do nothing but fall onto my knees beside my mother. I parted her long, wet blonde hair matted about her gaunt face. Her eyes stared up at oblivion, cold as the rain, dead as the atmosphere within the gloom.

Not too far away, but out of reach, was the body of my father.

I was slumped over my mother for what seemed an age, feeling her warmth leave her, trying to cling onto it as best I could. I shuddered with grief, my insides knotting painfully as tears flowed from me in mourning.

The rattling noise stopped.

Several peelers had gathered, as well as a lady pointing at me with a shaking finger. “See ’im there? See ’im? Took my very breath it did to witness it,” the lady said, aghast. “May the Lord Almighty rest their poor unfortunate souls. There ’e is, by ’is mother. See ’im?”

“Over here, lads.” A peeler’s voice struck me with its coarseness, rough and deep. “Bring the cart.”

“This one’s ’ad a terrible fright, ’e ’as,” the lady said, shrugging on one of the peelers’ coats. “Best I take ’im to Lady Penelope. Give ’im what ’is mother’s love can’t no more, I say.”

The peeler looked around; I could see him surmising the rain-soaked scene, puzzlement drawn on his brow.

“Then take him, woman. But know we will be there shortly to question him,” another peeler’s voice answered, but not the voice of the first. This one was more commanding, even if it sounded unsure.

“You don’t expect the boy did this to ’is own blood, do you?”

After a pause, the commanding voice replied, “No…I don’t.”

“I’ll take ’im right away, Constable. ’E will be the Captain and Lady Penelope’s boy now. There’s nothin’ for ’im here, the poor blighter.”

“I’d wager that you might be right,” the peeler in command said. “Jenkins! Go get Orson from the morgue. There’s two more for his draws tonight.”

“Yes, sir.”

I found a warm hand against my cheek, a gentle touch at my back. I looked up at the lady to study her properly. She had a tender face, soft and sweet. Her beautiful skin, unspoiled and wonderfully dark, intrigued me. Despite her thick, common accent, she was dressed handsomely in an evening dress of flowing lace over velvet, her shoulders covered by a rain shawl and the peeler’s coat she’d been given.

I knew a toffer when I saw one.

Being attractive, she’d no doubt be employed in a well-to-do upper-class establishment. But at the moment, and with another shudder, I realised a prostitute who promised me a home was all I had.

Her bonnet dripped rain as she whispered, “Come, lad.” She pulled me up to my feet, supporting me, for I was still weak from grief that had consumed every fibre of my being. “It’ll be for the best…bad luck to ’ang onto the dead, it is. There’s naught you can do for ’em now, anyways.”

I nodded assent. She escorted me away from the scene of my parents’ murder; peelers were everywhere, including their wagons and the gawking onlookers who had come with them, breaths billowing vapour from their agape mouths like the chimney stacks of industry further down the Thames.

“What’s your name, lad?”

“Oliver Merritt, ma’am,” I replied, pushing out the words through my numb, cold lips.

“I’m Minerva, but folks all ’round ’ere call me Mimsee.”

From that moment on, my life got really strange.




Chapter Two

More Than an Errand Boy







I came into adulthood during the time I stayed in the chamber Mimsee made me comfortable in. I was a weeping mess back then; I still am at times when I think about my parents, or something triggers the memory of that fateful night. 

The room–my home, really–was on the third floor of a brothel, large and clean, with a vermin-free bed and a heavy wooden chest of drawers next to a nightstand. It had a copper tub in one corner for bathing and a couple of chairs, carved wood ones with padding made of a silk-like material where it mattered. Luxury it was, really.

Clothes were provided, as were regular meals.

Mimsee would come into the chamber every day and chatter to me about whatever took her fancy. Most of the time she told me stories of the men she’d had the previous night, laugh mockingly at their ineptitudes.

“Oh, you should ’ave seen ’is tackle, Oliver,” she’d say, as she opened the window’s drapes, tidied my chamber, then fussed over me. “’Onest as I stand ’ere, it looked like a bulldog ’ad chewed on it then spat it back out. Poor man didn’t know what to do with it for starters!”

Most days she’d bring me sweetmeat treats. I’d eat them with relish, beginning to smile when she was around. And as the seasons changed from my window’s view, my sullen, withdrawn mood began to blow away, like cobwebs giving way to a fresh morning breeze. It still hurt so badly to think of my parents, but as Mimsee had said to me during one of my brighter moments, “You’d better get on with your life. You won’t give your parents’ memory any ’onour by mopin’ around ’ere all day. You’ve got somethin’ special, you have.”

“What’s that?”

“You got the Talent.”

When I asked her what that was, she shrugged. “Not for me to tell—only Lady Penelope or the Captain can do that. Not my place, it ain’t.”

That very day, Lady Penelope came into my chamber.

She moved as if she walked on air, her carriage as elegant as her composure. Lady Penelope was pretty for a woman older than my mother, dressed in all the finery and silk flowers money could buy, jewels dripping off her ears and neck like the London weather.

A man slid out from behind her, all greasy and spider-like with bloodshot eyes. I later found out, through Mimsee’s chatter and jests about the man’s physical appearance, that he was some sort of fancy High Street lawyer. All I know, he was wearing a smart black suit, stovepipe hat, and an inverness coat with matching cravat. He also smelt of pipe smoke. I almost choked from it when he came close to look at me, my eyes burning.

“This is the honourable Mister Bannister, Master Merritt,” was all Lady Penelope said, her voice as silky as the flowers that adorned her breasts. Apparently, during my time of mourning, the lawyer had been finalising the paperwork for me to remain at the house under the Captain’s and Lady Penelope’s care.

Mimsee said something strange to me after they’d chatted between themselves, looking at me only for reference to their words before they left my chamber. “You’ll ’ave to earn your keep now. Right good-lookin’ lad like you should bring in many a pretty shillin’ to the ’ouse. You mark my words.”

“But I don’t know if I’d be any good at what you do,” I said, disbelievingly.

“Don’t need to be good. Just need to make ’em happy.”

“That’s easy for you to say.” I began to squirm, for I knew my fate now. Not that it worried me, I was just nervous. “You’re a woman. Men like the pretty flowers—more than likely yours the most, guessing by how busy you are.” I didn’t mean that to sound disrespectful in any way, but didn’t dwell on it, either. “Who’d be interested in me?”

She snorted out laughter, but like a lady, did so behind her hand. “Some men, ’specially the ones ’round ’ere, don’t care as long as there’s a pink ’ole to stick it in.”

“Are you sure?” I hadn’t thought about that. I thought I was the only one who liked my own kind. Many times, I’d sneak a look at some of the more handsome men that frequented the establishment. My father had always suspected I was different, but mother scolded him, telling him to let me be. I fought back tears at the deep pang of pain when I thought about her.

But it was true. I was different. Now that I was mature, most nights that maturity made itself evident over my stomach as I imagined one of Mimsee’s clients giving me the attention they paid her for. Mimsee aired out my chamber often, but never complained when she saw my sheets after changing them. It was frowned upon in society for boys to touch themselves, but here, in my new home, nothing was ever questioned about what I did.

The next day, Lady Penelope called for me. I was to wear my Sunday best; Mimsee went and bought it. The suit itched but made me look good.

Mimsee wolf-whistled when I presented myself to her. “My word, you take my very breath, you do. Good enough to eat, I’d say.”

“Thanks.” I blushed.

She escorted me to Lady Penelope’s chamber, rapping three times on the door. I didn’t want to let go of Mimsee’s arm; I felt safe by her side. Not even the Skilamalink Man could strike fear into me when I was with her.

“Enter!” Lady Penelope called.

Mimsee urged me beyond the threshold but didn’t enter with me. There I was, standing before my guardian, my tongue preventing me from swallowing as it seemed stuck to the roof of my mouth, my hands fidgeting behind my back. Her chamber was massive, but crowded with all sorts of furniture, both lavish and beautiful. Lady Penelope surveyed me for the longest time, lips pursed tight. Nerves struck me. I licked my fingers and then patted my hair in an attempt to plaster it in down further, the cowlick at my fringe stubborn to remove even with plenty of spittle.

After more tense moments than I could count, Lady Penelope said, “I was to ensure, by my Captain’s orders, that you were to be well looked after. Have you been, Master Merritt? Have I kept up my end of that agreement?”

I was taken aback. “Of course,” I mumbled in reply, forcing myself to unstick my glued tongue.

“Speak up, you’ve been addressed.”

I managed to swallow. “Yes, ma’am, Lady Penelope, ma’am, I’ve been looked after. Thank you, ma’am.”

“That’s better.” She touched a broach made of ivory and gold on her laced lapel. It must have meant something to her as her fingers lingered over it and her expression softened. “Now it is time for you to reciprocate. I look after you, and you look after me. Do you understand?”

I nodded.

“What was that? You have a voice; use it when you’ve been addressed or asked a question.”

“Yes, ma’am, I understand.”

“Good. Now, you will help us all around the house.” I found it funny that she referred to the establishment where she was the abbess as her house but I didn’t say anything to provoke the matter. “You will help Cook prepare evening meals for the clients before they see my girls, then you will run errands as I see fit. This will keep you busy for most of the day, as you should be. Idle hands are the Devil’s tools, and Mimsee tells me you’ve been very idle lately.” I felt my cheeks heat at those words. “Time for that to change. You’ve mourned enough, and I’ve given you enough time. Now it is high time for you to get on with things. What do you say to that, Master Merritt?”

“I will do as you ask of me,” I replied honestly. I did, however, want to ask why I was given menial tasks, when Mimsee herself had told me I could bring in far more coin to help earn my keep if given the chance. I asked the question, for better or worse. “Why won’t you let me do what Mimsee does? She says they’d pay a lot for me, and I know she wouldn’t lie.”

“Only gentlemen frequent my house, Master Merritt.” She seemed to dismiss me with her clipped answer. Her attention was now out the window, at a raven flying past.

But I added, “I don’t mind—and I will perform your errands each day as you ask, but I also want to…contribute just like everyone else here. Why should I be treated any differently?”

She turned back slowly to meet my gaze, lips pressed thin to whiten them. “The Captain wants you looked after, and by extension, that means leaving you untouched. So that’s what I shall do. Do you think our agreement entails that I have you with your head stuffed in a pillow and your bare buttocks in the air? No amount of money is worth what could be lost to me…to us…if I were to let you be deflowered. Do you want to lose everything, Master Merritt?”

I didn’t understand what she meant. How could I lose everything if I worked in the house like the others? Mimsee had said some men liked other men, as I did. Surely there would be plenty of shillings for what I could do for them.

“No, ma’am, certainly not,” I finally answered. But I steeled my resolve. If Mimsee could do it, live like a queen because of her fleshly talents, so could I. Then one day, I would be able to pay my own way with what I had earned. I could hunt the Skilamalink Man, using my riches to fund the expedition.

Being an errand-boy wouldn’t give me enough coin to do that.

I had an idea that might satisfy both of us. “Mimsee says a lot of the wealthier men would just like to look at me, in my nakedness, I mean. They’d pay handsomely to see my gentlemanly assets, she told me. I wouldn’t let them touch me, ma’am, if that’s what worries you.”

Lady Penelope un-pursed her lips. I could see the cogs of her mind working as she considered my words. “You do give me an idea, that’s true.” A pause. Another touch of her broach. “All right, Master Merritt, let’s see you then. Show me your youthful trinkets; let me judge their worth, if that is what you want certain gentlemen to see for their shillings.”

With a feeling of victory coursing through me, and without further hesitation, I disrobed proudly in front of her. As I stood there—more confident than when I walked in, empowered even—I could see the pennies, shillings, and sovereigns glint in her eyes as she studied me.

“Do you believe I’m worthy, Lady Penelope, ma’am?” I asked, already knowing the answer; Mimsee always gasped when she helped me dress and saw my nakedness.




Chapter Three

A Sailor’s Boy?







Lady Penelope didn’t reply to my question immediately. Instead, she seemed transfixed by my form. Staring at me as if a strange apparition had possessed her.

But I would never know what had transfixed her.

She quickly snapped out of her reverie. “I do have a very few select and exclusive clients who would appreciate your proposal, Master Merritt. Ones who will pay purse-fulls of sovereigns to see what I witness before me now. They, however, will require the utmost discretion for such things. As such, you won’t be with the others; your work will be done separately. It won’t be easy, but I can see you’re keen to earn your keep.”

Opportunity welled up inside me. “Thank you, ma’am.”

An ugly line then worried her brow. “You are most certainly a fine lad, handsome and striking, there is no doubt. Not only have you ripened, your arbour vitae—as they say in circles where discretion is required—is a proud size for your age. And you are of age, Master Merritt, being eighteen. But let me warn you: a few of the clients I have in mind won’t be satisfied to just look. They’ll want you to use your hand upon yourself, give them a show of your youthful exuberance. That is fine by me, and up to you if you wish to perform such service.

“However, one or two will want to touch you, some very intimately. I will insist the price they pay for your company does not include that sort of contact. You will insist it also. You must remain untouched by others and unbedded, and there is no negotiation on that matter. It protects you with the agreement I have with our Captain, and it also protects my establishment. I don’t want this to be a house known for rent-boys and molly rooms. My reputation is my honour, and I expect the same for those who work for me—including you. You will stick to this agreement to the utmost of thought and consideration. Do you understand me?”

“I understand, ma’am.”

“Good,” she said victoriously. “Now get back into your clothing and report to Mimsee as soon as she’s available. She will teach you a trick or two—and how to deal with any wayward hands and determined libidos.”

“Yes, Lady Penelope, ma’am.”

“Oh, and Master Merritt? The Captain will be arriving back home four weeks from tomorrow. It will be his duty to talk to you about your Talent and how you will be able to get it to work for you. He will also ensure our agreement has been honoured. Don’t let me down.”

I didn’t know how to reply to that. Those last few words she spoke were the strangest I’d heard since I was brought here my first night, that fateful night when my parents were murdered. What had she meant? I remembered Mimsee saying I had the Talent, and I remembered what had happened when it came out of me: it frightened off the Skilamalink Man. But what was this talk of controlling it? What did the Captain do? I wasn’t to go to sea to become a seaman, was I? I heard sailors were rough, more so with young men like me. I suspected it was something else, though. Something deeper and darker maybe.
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Mimsee wasn’t available until the next day.

As such, I was compelled to begin my errands. I reported to Cook that afternoon. She was a big, burly lady with plump breasts one could sleep on if they so desired; like the chimney-sweep boy was known to do from time to time.

Cook required fresh courgettes for an entree she was preparing that night. It was a Friday; the clientele would be plentiful.

I was to go to the market. She gave me the pennies with instructions given in her booming but warm voice to make sure I picked the freshest ones. This was the first time I’d been outside since that fateful night what seemed so long ago now. I took the longest moment staring up at the building I called my home once I was out on the street proper.

Lady Penelope and the Captain were most certainly rich enough to afford a three-story mansion deep in the ultra-fashionable garden areas of London.

My parent’s home wasn’t too far away…

That thought sparked a dormant memory about the night they were murdered, one that had been hidden previously because of my grief. I remembered that there was a heated discussion between my parents about debtors, some sort of trouble as a result, and my father deciding we’d be better off leaving England. Mother talked of France, but I couldn’t be sure. Everything from those days was a haze—only small snippets of information leaked into my consciousness when certain sights, sounds, or smells triggered them.

Sadness struck me, but as Mimsee had said, I had to get on with my life, for it was getting better and better each day. I proceeded down the street toward the market, coming around a corner. A puff of smoke greeted me, looking like it was from a strange fire. A man breathed it out. The chilly air combined with it to give it more volume than was natural. I couldn’t see his face.

He was shadowed. A shadowed man in a coachman’s cloak.

I froze, those terrifying claws of fear clutching at me once more in bitter memory of what had been. I couldn’t think of what to do. My mind was as clouded as the smoke that surrounded me. I only managed a weak, strangled cough.

Time seemed to slow as I was suddenly confronted with my horror, my dread. And just when I thought my life had become comfortable, my path at least surer. Damnation to my complacency. Tarnation to my stupidity. I should have woken up to myself earlier, gone to Lady Penelope sooner so I could work as we’d agreed, saving up all my shillings. Then I could have afforded a flintlock with plenty of ammunition. A weapon I wished was in my trembling hands right now.

I’d shoot the Skilamalink Man. Shoot him until he was as dead and cold as my mother.

That’s what I’d do.

I went from fear to hate with a quick pound of my heart. My whole body stirred, and my loins ached. The awakening Talent rose up from deep within, fuelled by my emotions. I could feel the tendrils of light tickle down my wrists toward my hands.

“You want a ride, laddie?” 

Just like that, the magic that raced within me dissipated.

I gasped, thinking of what I could have done: the man was a coachman. A horse’s nicker and then an impatient neigh from the cobbled, straw-strewn street revealed him as such. The coachman clambered up into his box expertly. He grabbed the reins.

For a moment I couldn’t speak, my body waiting for things to return to normal.

“I said, did you want a ride?” the coachman repeated.

“N-no. I’m fine…thank you, sir.”

“Then I’ll be off,” the coachman said. To his horse he commanded, “Get going, Bessie!”

The coach lurched. With the clip-clop of hooves fading away, I was left alone. Sweat trickled down my brow. My hardness, however, lingered. Was the Talent waking up inside me more each day, like it was once a slumbering dragon but now roused to action? I breathed in deeply, taking a moment before I moved on, heading for the market as was my instruction. My heart still pounded, though; that would take an age to still.

That night, the Skilamalink Man haunted my dreams. I tossed and turned until deep sleep finally found me, but only because of exhaustion.




Chapter Four

Keep Your Pecker Up







“Well, I never. Clean sheets this mornin’,” Mimsee stated matter-of-factly.

She had already opened the drapes and window; the sweetmeat treats waited for me on the nightstand. I was groggy, and the light that streamed into my chamber blinded me. My very bones were now sore from the residual effects of the Talent that was called forth prematurely yesterday. I could taste a strange tang on my tongue from it, worse than anything I’d ever eaten. I devoured the sweetmeats to rid me of its foulness. 

“I had a bad night,” was all I mumbled through a mouthful in reply to my best friend. 

“You poor blighter, you. Well, cheer up,” Mimsee said. “It’s been given to me to teach you the tricks of the trade, as Lady Penelope sees shillin’s of profit from you. As I knew she would, I did.” There was a knowing wink from her. 

With something sweet inside my stomach, I felt better. I smiled and clambered wearily out of my bed. Slipping off my nightshirt, I went to the chamber pot and did what my bladder needed me to do. 

It didn’t worry me Mimsee was there. She knew what I looked like under my clothing and what my body did naturally. Soon, she was calling the house servants to empty what I’d filled. It wasn’t her job to remind them of their duty, and as a prized toffer of the house she wasn’t required to wait on me either—but she did. That was her kindness; I loved her because of that.

I climbed into more appropriate clothing—drawers, trousers, shirt, and jacket, clean pressed and comfortable, and feeling the better for it. “Where do we start?”

“Not where, silly…’ow.”

I didn’t know what she meant.

Over the course of the morning, however, I quickly found out. She had me taking off my clothing, as slowly and seductively as I could manage under her tutelage. Many times, I had to get dressed again and again, repeating her instructions.

Each time, I believed I got better, less rushed and more appropriately sensual. Well, she didn’t laugh as much by about the fifth or sixth disrobing. When it was time for midday dinner, a bell tinkling above the chamber door to announce it, Mimsee was beaming a smile.

“My word, Oliver. I think we’ll make a good dancer of you yet, we will.”

Her praise meant the world and I felt warmed by it.

After we had dined on the food prepared by Cook, a repast consisting of poultry, greens, and Yorkshire puddings, Mimsee produced one of the courgettes I’d purchased from the market yesterday.

“Now, Oliver, I’ve done and taught you enough to get you by for most of the men Lady Penelope ’as in mind for you. But you just keep far away from ’em if you get the notion that they’re all ’ands. If you need to, kick ’em between their legs; that always drops ’em like a sack full of spuds.”

“I understand.” I winced at the thought of being struck between my legs; my bollocks separated in such a way would no doubt be painful. Yet, I looked at the courgette curiously.

She winked. “But now it’s time to ’ave a little fun after all that work. I know you’re not to be touched when you’re workin’, and never to be bedded, because that was Captain’s orders. But, ’ey, why can’t we have a good laugh? Besides, this’ll be useful to know, as one day you’ll be with that someone special…if you know my meanin’.” She waved the courgette, drawing my attention to it. “And this ’ere will really teach you a trick or two about ’ow to please even the fussiest of men in the boudoir.”

“What do you mean?”

“See, it’s about the right size for the average man’s tackle. I’ve gone and seen plenty in my day to tell you that’s the truth.” Sure enough, the courgette was about five inches or so long, not too thick, but one that was larger at the rounded end. For more realism, no doubt. “Now ’ere, too, see the skin of it’s very soft. It’ll tell you to keep your teeth away, as I’ll see the marks on it. Men don’t like teeth over their delicate bits—unless they ask for it, o’ course.”

“I think I understand.”

“Now.” She handed the phallic vegetable to me. “Go on, give it a good suck, Oliver, lovely. Let’s see what you can do and ’ow you do it.”

Again, just like my seductive dance, it took me a while to master the courgette. At first, I was simply too keen. Mimsee scolded me for trying to get it all in my mouth at once. It wasn’t something for me to eat but to pleasure, she instructed. A worthy point of difference, I noted.

“It’s tackle and attached,” she explained with laughter. “You’ve gotta lick it, too. Get it all wet and slippery. Now, also, and don’t you forget this bit, you’ll ’ave to get your tongue around the rim of ’is end bit. That drives ’em crazy, ’cause most upper-class men these days are circumcised, they are. I know that as truth as well. But if they so happen to have the extra skin, then you can lick less—it’s a lot more sensitive, you know. If you please ’im so ’e sees no other for ’im, you’ll be set. You mark my words, you’ll want to get a man who ’as plenty of shillin’ to keep you when the time comes. That’s my goal, it is.”

Just like when she spoke of having to possibly kick a man in his delicate bits if he misbehaved, I felt queasy when she spoke of it being circumcised. My own parts seemed to have shrunk up in sympathy at the thought of someone cutting off a bit of it. But like a Light Cavalry hussar given his mission, I pushed that to the back of my mind and continued to service the courgette.

We had a grand old time.

By the Lord Almighty, we laughed and laughed. So much so, tears filled my eyes and that poor courgette probably wished it’d found Cook’s soup instead of the games I played on it with my mouth. I did, however, succeeded eventually; not too many teeth marks marring its surface by the time our fun was done. I learnt quickly to flatten my tongue for better comfort.

My jaw sure got sore, though.

“Good, Oliver. Very good. Lady Penelope will be right chuffed with ’ow you caught on so quickly with your dancin’. Got me near on flushed it did, I ’ave to say. I shall go tell ’er of your progress…but the fun with the courgette, that’s between you an’ me, ’ear?”

I smiled, wiping dribble off my chin.

That afternoon, when Mimsee returned, she informed me that my first client would be at the house tomorrow night.

I had another day to prepare.

He was some important land-owning lord and in the area for a short time; the chance to gain his sovereigns was only a small window of opportunity. Lady Penelope had told Mimsee that I could have half of what was paid, as a trust for keeping my end of our arrangement.

I would do nothing less.

But I became nervous all of a sudden.

Even though this was what I wanted—to earn good money—I didn’t think I was ready. What if I got frightened and my Talent came forth with my arousal because of it? I knew it was linked to my emotions and libido, but how exactly, I didn’t know. Were they able to be separated? Could I control it better if they were? I could only hope this so-called Captain could shed light on all that. It surely mystified me.

But a worse thought struck me.

What would happen if the blue light from my hands burst forth uncontrolled to murder the poor, unsuspecting man while he watched me with my gentlemanly parts waggling about for his paid pleasure? Lady Penelope would be in the middle of a scandal. The press of Fleet Street would be crawling all through the house like ants over jam sandwiches at a High Society picnic. It would be my fault, and I’d be out on my ear. Then there would only be the fate of the Skilamalink Man for me, as I would know nothing more than I did now, the Captain not arriving for a month.

My nerves tingled to prick at my stomach like pins, but Mimsee came to reassure me I was going to be fine. She said I was a natural performer and that’s all that mattered. I was to practice my routine. Be myself and relax. Don’t even think of the man in the room.

She’d told me the high lord was a known voyeur who liked young men. He gave his word as a gentleman that he would behave and wouldn’t touch me.

“I do hope you’re right,” I said, my nerves lingering through my words to make them stutter.

“Just keep your pecker up, Oliver,” she said softly and reassuringly—not meaning my main gentlemanly attribute, but my spirit. “The first time’s always the ’ardest. Ask me some day ’bout my first time…it’ll give you the ’ives you’ll laugh so much.”

I said I would do that.

For the whole of the next day, I practiced. Mimsee judged, clapping and cheering me on as I got into it. Again, we laughed. But I couldn’t help but get a dark, strange feeling about what was going to happen that night. I didn’t know the how or why of it, but I knew something wasn’t going to go well.




Chapter Five

Do You Smoke?







My fear was unfounded—at least when it came to the gentleman who paid handsomely to see me without a stitch on. I think it had something to do with me never uncrossing my fingers.

Not until the time to perform for him arrived quicker than blinking, anyway.

Because Lady Penelope wanted utmost discretion, I wasn’t allowed in the main foyer to chat with potential clients and look enticing, as the girls did with their tight bodices and cleavage up to their chins. Instead, I was told to wait in the smoking room located on the second floor. I’d be hidden from prying eyes and questioning whispers that way.

Lady Penelope was there with me, but we held no conversation. Even though it was impolite to smoke in front of a lady, no one would be able to enter the room to do so.

Tonight, the room was mine for as long as the high lord required me.

After what seemed like an eternity, a slender man, tall, dark-haired and fanciable, carefully pushed back the red velvet curtains that covered the door’s entrance. He entered as quietly as a church mouse. The man had a gentle face, almost womanly. He reminded me of Lady Penelope, if I was to give an honest assessment of his looks.

Lady Penelope got up and curtsied to him. As graceful as ever, and without a murmur, she took her leave.

“What is your name, my dear man?” Even though his lips moved to ask the question, his eyes already had my measure. I could see them brighten.

“My name’s Oliver Merritt, sir.”

He sat down in the chair Lady Penelope vacated. I was dressed in clothing Mimsee had purchased with the money the house coffers allocated for me to do my job and look presentable. As Mimsee said, peeling off layers of fancy clothing built up the clients’ interest even more.

It also loosened their purse.

I found the shirt to be a bit too ostentatious with frills around the cuffs and collar and silver struck buttons down the front. The rest of the suit—complete with bow tie, undershirt, waistcoat, and jacket—was comfortable and stylish. Not as good a quality as my Sunday best, but certainly more than respectable.

After my introduction, there was silence.

The high lord stared at me. Enough time passed to bring an unsettling discomfort into the room’s atmosphere. I had to say, he was as quiet and still as a corpse—I’d mistake him for one if I hadn’t seen him breathe. If I didn’t know any better, I would have believed he was as nervous as I was; seeing his hands tremble confirmed it.

“W-would you like me to show you w-what I’ve got, sir?” I had nothing else to say to try and get on with proceedings; we were at a sort of stalemate before anything had even got started.

Mimsee never told me about the shy ones.

I’d have to inform her of that.

The high lord gasped at my question, but again his eyes reflected his curiosity and deeper hunger. Through murmuring lips, restricted by the sudden intensity between us, he whispered, “I would like that very much, Oliver.”

I performed for him.

As I did do so, a small confidence washed through me. I realised I held the power here. I was in control. Lady Penelope had selected my first client well; he was most certainly content to watch, eyes wide as he did so.

The high lord was so enraptured, by the time I was completely naked he was rosy cheeked and held a satisfaction on his face that was unmistakable. I couldn’t help but become aroused myself but controlled it enough so as not to encourage my Talent. That would be the last thing I needed—a dead high lord with a smile plastered on his face for the Fleet Street press to tell the world about.

When I had completed my routine, the high lord had buttoned up his trouser front and returned a retrieved handkerchief into his front jacket pocket. When he got that out or did his thing, I couldn’t say. I was too involved in making sure I did the best I could for him, sticking to my routine but also concentrating on not causing any mishaps, Talent-related or otherwise.

But I did it.

“You are very…handsome…Oliver,” he said with a satisfied sigh. His nerves seemed to have left him, as he now spoke with more confidence. “And my goodness, you are also very fortunate with what the good Lord has blessed you with. It was an absolute pleasure to witness what you showed me, and in the wonderful way in which you did so. Lady Penelope did well when she suggested I see you. I would be pleased by your continued company tonight…if that is what you want, of course.”

“Thank you, sir. I’d like to stay.” Although, for all his talk, he didn’t say whether I was to get dressed or remain as I was. Mimsee informed me that I was to always do as the client wanted within the bounds of the agreement, and if that meant remaining without a stitch on for as long as they wished, then so be it.

In the end, he answered my question, but added another option. “Would you like to get into your clothing or stay as you are, Oliver?”

Mimsee never explained about a client giving me a choice. I didn’t know the etiquette of answering the right way once proceedings had been completed. I decided to play his game, asking, “What would you like me to do, sir?”

“Oliver, you have done for me tonight something that I had only envisioned in my wildest dreams before now. For that I am grateful. But I am also a gentleman, as no doubt you are. So please, get dressed. Now is the time to get more accustomed to our surroundings. Do you smoke?”

I was taken aback by his request, but curious. “I haven’t tried it, sir.” I began to climb into my drawers, beginning the long road of putting all I had taken off back on again.

The high lord watched me do this task with just as much interest. By the time I was buckling up my spats, he had reached into his dinner jacket’s inner pocket once more. This time, he retrieved a silver case with a small paper bag inside it. On opening, two cheroots were retrieved as well as the striking matches to light them.
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