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    THE ADVENTURE OF THE BLACKMAILER'S SECRET


    


    Contrary to the documented account of the affair I have already laid before the public, my first meeting with Charles Augustus Milverton was not on a winter's evening in Baker Street. It was almost two weeks previously that I received a telegram one afternoon asking me to meet with him at 9 o'clock the following evening in the Red Lion public house, on the street of High Holborn.


    The name meant absolutely nothing to me. Since arriving in London I had had several anonymous sexual encounters with other men like myself in various locations around the city, always being careful to schedule such excursions for evenings when Holmes was absent or closeted in his bedroom and I would be safe from his scrutiny. I had likewise always been careful not to give my real name, and I believed that nothing about myself was distinctive enough to make me easily traceable – there are many moustached ex-military men in the capital after all. Nevertheless, my first thought on reading the telegram was that it was one of these anonymous men who had somehow, against all probability, managed to track me down and wished to meet me. It was for this reason that I said nothing to Holmes when I left that evening, and also for this rather frivolous reason that I regret very much to say that, at the outset, I failed to appreciate the gravity of my situation.


    I made my way to the public house and succeeded in engaging one of the private alcoves. Milverton arrived punctually, and I quickly realised that not only had I never seen this man before in my life, but that something about him made my very skin crawl. A short, stout man, I put his age at around fifty or so and his fixed smile and seemingly benevolent appearance did nothing to alleviate my instinctive dislike of him.


    "Dr. Watson, I presume", he smiled suavely at me as he removed his shaggy astrakhan coat and settled himself in the seat opposite.


    I refused to acknowledge the rather feeble witticism, which I had already heard several times since Morton Stanley had made his famous remark.


    "And you must be Mr. Milverton. How may I help you, sir?" I asked stiffly, keeping a firm grip on my manners despite my revulsion to the man opposite.


    I cannot bring myself to detail the conversation that followed – it went from bad beginnings to worse. Furthermore, I confess openly that I am too embarrassed by my blindness in my initial assessment of the man's character to wish to recall my foolishness more than is absolutely necessary.


    Suffice to say that he claimed he had obtained some compromising material, which implied that Holmes and I were engaged in a homosexual affair, but that for a trifling sum he could be persuaded to return the document to me. While the idea of intimate relations with Holmes did not disgust me (on the contrary), it was regrettably not the first time that we had had this accusation flung at us by various elements of the criminal underworld. There was not the slightest scrap of truth in it and likely never would be – to which unfortunate fact I was resigned by now – but this was no deterrent. So when this odious little man implied, with many sidelong glances and an unwavering polite smile, that he had obtained proof of an imaginary affair between Holmes and me, I am afraid I dismissed his words rather lightly.


    Offended as I was by the topic of conversation, I brought our discussion to a rather abrupt end. When I rose to leave, Milverton narrowed his eyes at me behind his fussy little gold-rimmed spectacles.


    "I fear, Dr. Watson, that you are not treating this matter with the seriousness it deserves," he said, his smooth veneer showing the tiniest of cracks. "We shall meet again in a few days, and I hope very much that I shall find you of a different opinion."


    Infuriated, I leaned back down, bringing my face closer to his than was strictly polite and using my height to tower over him. "Do not ever dare to contact me again, sir," I growled at him in an undertone, conscious of the attention we were attracting from the other drinkers in the establishment. "If you bring your lies and foul insinuations to Baker Street, rest assured that I will personally thrash you within an inch of your miserable life."


    * * * *


    Despite his words, I dismissed the incident entirely from my mind as the hollow threats of a petty criminal, secure in the knowledge that any document he claimed to possess was surely a fiction created to cow me into submission. I was therefore unprepared for the further developments that occurred a few evenings later, when Holmes and I returned from one of our evening rambles.


    Such walks were a delight to me; it was one of my favourite activities to stroll the streets and parks of London, feeling my friend's sinewy arm linked with my own and hearing his opinions on the city of which he was quite as much a part as the flower sellers in Covent Garden or the Thames itself. And if I took a little too much interest when our bodies happened to brush during the course of our rambles then such an interest could hurt no-one but myself, since I ensured that its object remained completely and serenely unaware of my feelings toward him. I may not be as accomplished at disguise and deflection as Holmes, but nevertheless a part of me worked unceasingly to ensure that there were some things that London's finest detective could not deduce from the flicker of a fellow's eyebrow or a careless hand gesture. I worked at it every minute of every day, as though my life depended on it. Which, after a fashion, it did.


    Even so, when we returned home and I saw the name on the card that Holmes had thrown on the floor in disgust, it took all my self-control to remain calm in front of him, for I felt as though a cold hand had reached out and taken hold of my heart. That Holmes knew of him was clear, and that he was expecting this visit was equally clear, given that the man's card had provoked disgust but not surprise. Therefore I resolved to extract as much information as possible.


    "Who is he?" I asked.


    "The worst man in London," Holmes answered shortly, sitting down and stretching his long legs towards the fire.


    I turned the card over and read aloud, "Will call at 6.30 – C.A.M."


    "Hm, he's about due, then. Do you feel a creeping, shrinking sensation, Watson?"


    My guilty conscience and my shock were such that it was on the very tip of my tongue to reply in the affirmative and spill out the whole affair, but I was saved by Holmes answering his own question. As he rambled on with comparisons to the snake house in Regent's Park zoo (which I happen to know for a fact that he had only visited to garner information on which were the most deadly serpents), I spared a moment to be grateful that he was facing away from me and could not see my expression. When it looked as though he had finished his musings, I persisted.


    "Holmes, that is very poetical, and will certainly make it into my account should I ever choose to write up this affair, but who is the man?"


    He made a brief sound of annoyance and resettled himself by the crackling fire, its cheery warmth doing nothing to relieve the chill gathering in my stomach. I had a very great desire not to be present during Holmes's meeting with him, and was already inventing prior engagements and excuses for my absence while Holmes continued to speak.


    "I'll tell you. He is the king of all blackmailers – Heaven help the man, and still more the woman, whose secret and reputation come into the power of Milverton. With a smiling face and a heart of marble he will squeeze and squeeze until he has drained them dry."


    "Oh," I managed. I had a horribly growing suspicion that I had rather underestimated the man during our first meeting, but I resolutely reminded myself that his menaces were but empty threats; he could have no possible blackmail material with which to enforce his demands.


    Holmes went on to detail, with an almost admiring tone in his voice, Milverton's ruthlessness and calculation, adding, "There are hundreds in this great city who turn white at his name."


    I felt that I was rapidly joining the number of these unfortunates, and was thankful that Holmes still faced away from me, for even the lowest bumbling constable at Scotland Yard could not have failed to read my pale face at that moment. I tried to master my emotions, and prayed that my voice emerged normally when I asked, "But surely the fellow must be within the grasp of the law?"


    Holmes sighed. "Technically, no doubt, but practically not. What would it profit a woman, for example, to get him a few months" imprisonment if her own ruin must immediately follow? His victims dare not hit back. If ever he blackmailed an innocent person, then, indeed, we should have him; but he is as cunning as the Evil One. No, no; we must find other ways to fight him."


    Holmes outlined the details of his client to me, but I was so engaged in looking at the sleek dark head resting against the back of the chair and sending up a silent prayer for deliverance to any higher power that might be listening, that I completely failed to take in the information. Hardly had he finished than there was a clatter and a rattle in the street below as a carriage drew to a halt outside 221B.


    With no escape possible now, I hastened to place myself by the fire, hoping that the warmth would remedy my pallor. Seeking reassurance, I repeated to myself yet again that while it was true that I had a more than platonic interest in Holmes, Milverton's words could only be but idle threats as no document existed to furnish him with the proof. Holmes rose stiffly to meet our guest as he entered and placed his overcoat on the chair, and Milverton's ever-present smile broadened with delight as he saw that we were both at home.


    "This gentleman?" he asked me archly. "Is it discreet? Is it right?"


    My tongue clove to the roof of my mouth as he addressed me so openly, but fortunately Holmes replied, making one of his rare mistakes as to which gentleman was indicated.


    "Dr. Watson is my friend and partner," he replied coldly.


    Out of his view, I could not prevent a wince. Holmes had always presented me as such but here and now, before this man, I could have wished that he had chosen any other combination of words.


    Milverton's smile widened again to almost a smirk as he noted my reaction.


    "Very good, Mr. Holmes."


    The discussion moved on to negotiations regarding Lady Eva Blackwell's situation, at which point I rather lost the thread of the conversation. The seriousness of my own situation had only burst upon me in the last half hour, with all the sudden terribleness of a tropical storm, and I still was rather preoccupied by it. However, I was vaguely aware that Holmes's voice was growing more and more agitated, and I came back to myself in time to hear Milverton all but taunting him.


    "Mr. Holmes, an exposure would profit me indirectly to a considerable extent. I have eight or ten similar cases maturing. If it was circulated among them that I had made a severe example of the Lady Eva I should find all of them much more open to reason. You see my point?" His eyes rested on me as he posed the question, and I was almost mad with terror for an instant. Surely now it was inconceivable that Holmes should fail to divine the situation, but I had underestimated his anger and mortification. He leaped to his feet.


    "Get behind him, Watson! Don't let him out! Now, sir, let us see the contents of that note-book."


    I was only too ready to comply, but Milverton glided as quick as a rat to the side of the room.


    "Mr. Holmes, Mr. Holmes," he said, turning the front of his coat and exhibiting the butt of a large revolver, which projected from the inside pocket. "I had been expecting you to do something original. This has been done so often, and what good has ever come from it? I assure you that I am armed to the teeth, and I am perfectly prepared to use my weapons, knowing that the law will support me. Besides, your supposition that I would bring the letters here in a note-book is entirely mistaken. I would do nothing so foolish. And now, gentlemen, I have one or two little interviews this evening, and it is a long drive to Hampstead."


    He stepped forward, took up his overcoat, laid his hand on his revolver, and turned to the door. By this point I was so desperate that I blindly picked up a chair, conscious of nothing except that he could not be allowed to leave. This fiend had threatened to ruin not only me but worse still, the man I loved, who had done nothing wrong save be his own brilliant, inestimable self. Catching my eye, Holmes shook his head and I laid it down, striving to calm myself.


    When his hand was on the doorknob, Milverton turned back to us.


    "Perhaps Dr. Watson would be so good as to see me to my carriage?"


    Though it made me feel slightly ill, I had no choice but to agree, and accompany him down the stairs and out into the street.


    My nervous breath came in great clouds in the frosty air, and the flickering light of the gas lamps falling on Milverton's face gave him the air of the Evil One himself, as Holmes had already termed him.


    "I trust we understand one another now, Dr. Watson."


    "I understand that you are a bully, and are determined to ruin an innocent woman's life in order to line your own pockets," I retorted hotly. "I clearly underestimated the depth of your malice on our first meeting. But on my own account I know that no such incriminating evidence exists, it is absolutely impossible. Your threats are therefore empty insults more worthy of the gutter, and to which my partner and I are well accustomed."


    He shook his round head sorrowfully. "My dear Doctor. It is true that I told your," he paused significantly, "partner that I would not bring the Lady Eva's letters here. However–"


    Here he stopped, reaching into his overcoat, and when I saw what he withdrew I almost collapsed onto the snowy street. Through the rushing noise in my ears, I heard his falsely solicitous tones.


    "Did you think it had been destroyed?"


    What he was holding in his plump hand, with "Dr. Watson re: Sherlock Holmes" written clearly across the front, was a letter I had thought long since scattered to the four corners of London. It was an epistle I had written several months ago, on a beautiful summer's afternoon, when Holmes was lying on our settee in one of his black moods and nothing I could do or propose could lift him from it. In despair, I had sat at my desk and written him a letter, a love letter, declaring both the depth and the nature of my affection and desire for him in the most appallingly sentimental terms that I knew I could never voice aloud. Had I sat down and thought about it for a week, I could not have drafted anything that would make better blackmail material.


    However, I had destroyed it immediately. Almost as soon as I had finished it, the idiocy of even committing such words to paper occurred to me and I resolved to obliterate the letter so completely that no-one could trace it. Being summer there was no fire in the sitting-room grate, so I could not burn it. I had therefore excused myself for an afternoon stroll, torn it into pieces and dropped a few in every public rubbish bin I had passed on my ramble until I had disposed of them all. Yet somehow it was once more in front of my eyes, the separate parts found and pieced back together to form one horrific whole.


    "But it was destroyed!" I gasped, feeling weak at the knees. "I scattered the fragments in public rubbish bins all over London, there was no way they could be traced."


    "My dear Doctor," he repeated, "do you think that meeting with dissatisfied valets and housemaids is the sole occupation of my days? I also employ a trusted group of assistants who keep an eye upon people I deem of importance. It had been some weeks that Paul had been following you every time you poked your nose out of doors alone, and you may imagine how pleased he was to finally bring me such a treasure. When he saw you taking such care to dispose of some papers, I rather think he was hoping for some shameful account of your debts, for I know your weakness for gambling. But this ... this was a pearl beyond anything I could have hoped for."


    My panicked thoughts seemed to move with treacle-slow speed. Later that evening, I had found that the writing of such a letter had depressed me beyond words. Holmes had finally moved from the settee and was ensconced in his bedroom, scraping out something discordant and melancholy upon his violin, and so I had taken myself off to seek male companionship in a small, select establishment that I had frequented once or twice since moving to London. If this "Paul" had been following me on my solitary excursions then that must mean that–


    I looked at Milverton sharply, to find him nodding as he read my fears in my eyes.


    "Yes. I have known for some time of your preference for, shall we say, masculine company. Nothing that I can prove, of course; it would only be my word against yours. But this," he tapped the letter pointedly against his other hand, "is worth its weight in gold."


    Had it been only myself implicated, the matter would have been grave enough. However, sodomy is a crime that requires a partner, and regardless of how much I denied his knowledge of my proclivities, Holmes would almost certainly be dragged into this as well. Even if he were cleared at the trial, I could see every possible consequence of such a course of events – the probing questions, the ignominy, the honoured career ending in irreparable failure and disgrace.


    All this was considering solely the legal ramifications of exposure. What this would do to my friendship with Holmes and his opinion of me, I did not dare to consider. I met Milverton's eyes again, and knew I was beaten.


    "How much?" I asked, through a dry throat.


    "Three thousand pounds," he answered calmly.


    "It is impossible!"


    "Come, come, Doctor. Are you really so sure? You have not even considered how you might exert yourself to raise the sum, it is not impossible for you at all. And have you seriously contemplated the consequences of failure?" he smiled at me sardonically.


    "Please," I begged, "give me some time to come up with the money."


    He shrugged. "Very well, it is all one to me. Although," as he turned from the carriage, into which he had been about to climb, "if you truly found yourself at a loss then there is something which you could do for me."


    Every instinct in my body was screaming in protest at negotiating with the man, but I did not see a choice.


    "Name it," I said curtly.


    "Apply pressure to Sherlock Holmes to ... persuade the Lady Eva to find the amount I indicated."


    I laughed harshly.


    "Evidently you have no idea of the man's character. You will have more luck extracting the sum you mention from me. Even if I thought he would countenance such an outrageous suggestion from me, I would never attempt to persuade him to a dishonourable course of action."


    "Ah well," Milverton shrugged again. "Just as you like. Although, if I may offer my literary opinion, your charming letter does not give the impression that, shall we say, dishonouring him is something to which you have a very great aversion."


    The thought of this poisonous adder of a man reading those words I had not meant for any eyes save my own was too much. I started towards him, but even as I moved he placed his hand once more on his revolver.


    "Have a care, Doctor," he breathed. "I am very well-armed, there are police constables patrolling the corner of the street, and Jonathon here will certainly step in to help me. Violence will not avail you anything."


    I glanced at the footman standing impassively by the carriage. He was a tall fellow, dark-haired and broad in the shoulders, with a countenance that was far too open and handsome for his sordid work, and he returned my look without the slightest change in expression. Thus I was forced to stand helplessly by the carriage as Milverton settled himself inside with my precious letter.


    "I will be in touch," he nodded at me.


    Closing the carriage door behind him – rather harder than it warranted, I will admit – I stood back to watch his carriage until it turned the corner onto Oxford Street and disappeared.


    * * * *


    By this point, I fully understood the gravity of my situation, and reaction had set in. Upon re-entering the building, I went straight up to my room. I felt nauseous, my hands were trembling, and I was shaking like a leaf. How could I ever have been so stupid as to commit such damning sentiments to paper, and how was I ever to get out of the mess in which I now found myself? I did not for one moment entertain Milverton's suggestion that I try to persuade Holmes to extract the money from Lady Eva. Nor could I permit the letter to see the light of day, as my friend's life would certainly be ruined. I was willing to accept the consequences to myself – God knows I deserved them – but to ruin the man I loved more than the breath in my body was intolerable. It simply remained, then, for me to either find the money, or to take Holmes into my confidence and explain the whole account to him. I had no doubt his quicksilver mind would see a way out of the problem where all was dark to me, but I would surely lose his friendship over such a matter when he found that I had been foolish enough to implicate him as well as myself.


    I pulled on my dressing-gown and tied it firmly, hoping that Holmes would take my shaking for shivering after being outside in the cold air, and descended to our sitting-room. Holmes was once more sitting in his armchair, staring into the fire contemplatively. I sat opposite him and stretched my hands out towards the flames, trying to bring some warmth to my cold extremities. After a short while, he spoke.


    "It is a bad business, Watson."


    "I should say so," I agreed fervently.


    "And yet," he continued, a distinct thread of annoyance creeping into his voice, "it could all be avoided if the lady had only resisted the temptation to commit such sentiments to paper. Her, and a hundred others like her every day, have really no-one else to blame when they find that–"


    "For God's sake, man, what would you know of it?" I practically snarled at him. Given my situation, it may well be imagined that his words had all the comfort for me of vinegar in an open wound, and I could not hold my tongue. "Not everyone is so fortunate as to have Sherlock Holmes's complete mastery of their brains over their hearts, and I think it is very bad of you not to show a little compassion."


    For the first time since we had entered the room after our ramble, Holmes turned to look at me fully.


    "Watson?" he asked eventually. He seemed to be searching for words. "I do not wish to pry, but is everything quite alright?"


    I was already embarrassed at my outburst, and hastened to deflect those deceptively calm eyes that could read me as easily as a page of printed text.


    "I am fine," I murmured. "Please excuse what I said. I am rather disgusted by our meeting with Milverton, he is a most odious character. Furthermore, while outside he made a request that I could persuade you to his way of thinking. You may imagine how repellent I found the suggestion."


    He scrutinised me closely, and I quickly looked at the fireplace, for I could not bring myself to meet his gaze at that moment.


    "Very well," he said finally. Rising, he disappeared into his bedroom and some minutes later a rakish young workman with a goatee beard swaggered out. He stopped to light his clay pipe at the lamp.


    "I'll be back some time, Watson," he said, and vanished into the night.


    When he was safely out of the door, I allowed my head to fall into my hands. For long minutes I sat there until, unable to let my mind dwell upon it any longer, I went up to my bedchamber to seek solace in unconsciousness.


    * * * *


    I can honestly say that I do not know how I survived that week. Looking back at my patient records, I see that I worked a great deal, doubtless attempting to keep my mind so occupied that I would have no time to dwell on my situation. Very soon I would either have to find three thousand pounds that I did not possess, confess my situation to Holmes and beg his assistance, or watch our entire lives come crashing down around our ears.


    Fortunately, Holmes was much preoccupied with Lady Blackwell's case – upon his return in the evening he would answer only "Hampstead" in response to my desultory questions and was not inclined to elaborate. For my part, it was possibly the only time in my life that I have been glad to see less of Holmes. If this was to be our last week together then I ought to have been cherishing every moment, but every sight of the tall, brilliant, handsome figure striding about our rooms or leaning intently over his chemistry table only served to remind me of all that I would soon no longer have.


    As may be imagined, my mood was not enhanced by another meeting with Milverton a few days later. He enquired cordially whether I thought I would be able to find the amount required, and I could only repeat my request for more time. Upon my return to Baker Street I sat at my desk and attempted to formulate a strategy, but rose after an hour with no more insight than I had had previously. The simple fact was that I had no friends in London from whom I could ask to borrow such a sum, and on the rare occasions that I had seen Holmes that week I had not had the courage to broach the subject with him.


    At the end of a week upon which I do not care to dwell overmuch, Holmes entered our rooms on a wild, tempestuous evening where the snow whirled giddily outside the window and the wind howled in the chimney. He removed his disguise and came to sit opposite me before the fire, laughing to himself at some private joke.


    "You would not call me a marrying man, Watson?"


    "No, indeed!"


    "You'll be interested to hear that I am engaged."


    "My dear fellow!" I exclaimed, thankful that I was not expected to hide my outright shock, and inwardly feeling that the impossible had happened and my week had gone from bad to worse.


    Holmes's eyes gleamed at me as he said, "To Milverton's housemaid."


    "Good heavens, Holmes!"


    "I wanted information, Watson."


    "Surely you have gone too far?"


    "It was a most necessary step. I am a plumber with a rising business, Escott by name. I have walked out with her each evening, and I have talked with her. Good heavens, those talks! However, I have got all I wanted. I know Milverton's house as I know the palm of my hand."


    "But the girl, Holmes?"


    He shrugged his shoulders.


    "You can't help it, my dear Watson. You must play your cards as best you can when such a stake is on the table. What a splendid night it is!"


    "You like this weather?"


    "It suits my purpose. Watson, I mean to burgle Milverton's house tonight."


    At this point, I ought to have acted as a voice of reason and attempted to dissuade him, showing him all the potentially terrible consequences of such an act. However, I was all in favour of the plan. That it was morally justifiable I never doubted – what could be more justifiable than to deprive a foul blackmailer of his livelihood? The only point upon which I was insistent and yet destined to be disappointed was my attempt to convince Holmes that we should both go. I reasoned with him, I swore that he would need my assistance; I threatened to take a cab straight to the nearest police station, but to no avail.


    "Watson, it is impossible. I can act quicker alone, and should I have any callers this evening then I will need you here in our sitting-room, to assure them that I am present at Baker Street but confined to my room with an incapacitating headache."


    "I do not like it," I persisted stubbornly, "you cannot know what may happen."


    "If you prefer, you may render me indisposed due to a cocaine-induced stupor," he retorted dryly, and to my dismay he would not hear another word on the subject.


    * * * *


    Later that evening, after Holmes had quit our rooms, I waited a quarter of an hour before following, having decided that I would willingly incur his anger by going against his wishes for a chance to retrieve that incriminating document. Additionally, a week of being paralysed into inactivity, like a rabbit who finds itself powerless to move as the weasel dances closer and closer, had run decidedly counter to my nature, and I relished the opportunity for action.


    After supper, I had retired to my room under the pretence of cataloguing old papers and had quickly fashioned a couple of masks out of black silk, which I now placed in my pocket as I left our rooms.


    I hailed a cab to take me to Church Row, which was as close to Appledore Towers as I dared without making my destination obvious. I walked briskly the rest of the way, for there was little shelter from the elements upon the heath, and soon found myself in the grounds of Milverton's house. Guessing that Holmes would be meeting his lady friend (for I could not bring myself to call her his fiancée) before making his house-breaking attempt, I made my way around to the kitchen door. Not wishing to intrude yet determined that Holmes should not enter without me, I concealed myself in the shadows of an outhouse, resolving to intercept him after his rendezvous. Sure enough, I soon saw a tall, quick figure dart to the side of the house, and I breathed silent thanks that I was in time.


    I now found myself in a rather awkward position. I certainly had no wish to eavesdrop on a private conversation (and the idea of watching Holmes play the role of lover to someone else certainly held no attraction for me), however I needed to guarantee that I joined Holmes before he entered the house. So it was that I watched him wait, resolving to turn away and plug my ears the instant Agatha arrived. There was a movement in the darkness nearby, and Holmes spoke softly.


    "John?"


    In some confusion, I was about to start forward when the vague shape in the darkness resolved itself into a tall, dark-haired man. I realised with a shock that it was the footman with whom Milverton had deterred me from wresting my letter from him by force upon the evening he had called at Baker Street, and his deep voice answered my friend.


    "Jonathon, if you please. Every other man in London is called John."


    I could hear the grin in Holmes's voice as he answered, "You will admit it is at least better than Agatha."


    "What!"


    "A private joke. I share rooms with another chap, and to explain my absences during the evenings of the past week I have told him I am engaged to a housemaid called Agatha."


    "A housemaid!"


    "Yes. I could hardly admit the truth and I thought it rather a good joke, given that I have yet to meet any specimen less well-suited to domesticity than yourself." I suddenly realised that they were rather close together, closer than I had ever seen Holmes stand to anyone other than myself.


    "Escott, I have every respect for the gentler sex, but you could hardly have lit upon any fictitious portrayal which would have pleased me less."


    "I know," Holmes's voice answered slowly, in a languid cadence I had never heard from him before, "and I had rather hoped you might permit me to make it up to you." His hand gripped Jonathon's sleeve, and the next instant they were kissing.


    From this point onward, I do not believe I have any reasonable excuse for continuing to watch them, save perhaps the complete and stupefying shock that rooted me to the spot. Holmes had never shown the slightest interest in any of the women who presented themselves in our sitting-room once they ceased to be the centre of whatever problem they brought to him. Yet neither had he ever shown a warmer interest in any of the young men, and I could confirm that there had been several rather attractive examples of that gender adorning our settee over the years. I had fallen into the trap of thinking of him as an asexual being, a mere reasoning machine without any of the human capacity for love or desire, and I was now being shown the depth of my error in no little detail.


    Jonathon's face was buried in Holmes's neck, his hands caressing him beneath his overcoat, and I could tell from the angle at which Holmes's arm disappeared between their bodies and the rhythm of his movements precisely what act they were engaged in. It was clearly something they had done before, there was no hesitation or uncertainty in Holmes's behaviour and it was a remarkably brief time before Jonathon was shuddering violently and Holmes's arm was tightening around his shoulders, keeping them both upright.


    A bare half a minute later, Jonathon lifted his head from Holmes's shoulder and kissed him slowly and sensually. Reaching behind him, he brushed snow off a bench by the wall and pushed my friend down to sit upon it. A wicked smile on his face, Holmes spread his legs lazily as Jonathon sank to his knees before him and worked at his belt buckle. Holmes twined his long fingers into the thick, dark hair in front of him and closed his eyes as Jonathon finally freed him from his trousers and lowered his head.


    By this point some semblance of common decency had returned to me, and I was horrified at myself. It was no great struggle to turn my face away – I had long desired to see a look of naked passion on Holmes's features but it had always been my wish to be the one causing it. I had never wanted to see it directed at another, and the sight brought me no pleasure. My cheeks burning, I listened helplessly to the frantic breathing just yards away from me, and when Holmes finally let out a quickly-muffled cry, my own body jerked in response.


    All was silent for some minutes, and when I next dared to look they were once again standing close together, their clothing orderly and with no apparent sign of their recent actions save the images branded into my memory.


    "So it is to be tonight, then." Jonathon said quietly.


    "Yes. But please believe me, I mean him no harm, I only wish to destroy his papers and render him powerless."


    Jonathon laughed humourlessly as he replied, "Escott, you may murder him and the devil take him, and I would not say one word against you. I have been in this serpent's employ for years now, and once his hold over me is destroyed I shall be free to make my own way in the world. I have a gentleman's education, and if I cannot survive on that in this world, then I do not deserve to."


    "If you should need any assistance, or if you should encounter any difficulties after tonight, leave a message at this address for Mr. Brookes."


    Holmes had taken a stub of pencil and paper from his pocket and was scribbling quickly. He held it out to the other man, and shoved it into his hands insistently when Jonathon tried to refuse.


    "Dammit, I don't want your charity, man–"


    "Take it! You know I shall not be returning here, and you will be unable to contact me any other way, should you need to. I think you have guessed by now that you could search indefinitely and not find any invert plumbers called Escott in London."


    Jonathon gave a soft laugh as he took the paper.


    "Well, I will admit that I suspected as much," he replied. "Very well. Now listen, at this hour he has usually retired to his bedchamber, he may even be abed by now. If so, then have no fear that you will rouse him, he is almost impossible to awaken."


    They clasped hands like old comrades.


    "I think I shall not see you again," Jonathon said, and I thought I heard just the smallest trace of regret in his tone.


    "Not unless you call for my assistance, and I beg you not to hesitate if it should prove necessary."


    "Then good luck to you, Escott, and Godspeed."


    With no further exchange, they parted. I was left breathless and shaken, and struggling to assimilate the new and most unexpected information I had just gleaned regarding the man I thought I knew.


    However, I could not afford to waste time in reflection. Once Jonathon had safely disappeared, I slipped after Holmes like a shadow and caught him up outside the doors of the conservatory as he was retrieving his tools from his pocket. When I touched his arm, he spun around and I believe that a man with lesser self-control would have cried out, so surprised was he.


    "It is me," I murmured.


    "I can see that! My question is what the devil you are doing here!" he hissed at me.


    "I am here to assist, as I gave you my word I would be. I have only just arrived," I added awkwardly, "and saw your silhouette by the greenhouse. You would do well to wear a mask, your features are rather distinctive."


    Had the moment not been so fraught with danger, I am sure he would have stopped to argue. However, as it was he merely took the mask I offered to him, donned it with an angry haste, and soon we were standing in Milverton's conservatory, the delightful warmth and fragrance of the tropical flowers an odd counterpoint to our dark mission.


    I have already given the public an account of our activities that night, and to repeat them would serve no purpose. The safe, the unexpected visitor, the murder and the destruction of papers. As we carried piles of letters and notes from the safe to the fireplace, I did not see my letter among them. I dared not search through the mounds of paper, lest Holmes mistake my search for mere vulgar curiosity about the private affairs of others, but I prayed that it was among the armfuls we blindly scooped up. When everything was blazing in the hearth, I heaved an inward sigh of relief and followed Holmes as he seized my wrist and dragged me through the outer doors and onto the veranda.


    Let it not be supposed that the unexpected adventure of the evening had served to drive the earlier events from my mind. I had never been indifferent to the casual touches Holmes bestowed upon me – his arm linked through mine, or a long-fingered hand on my shoulder or forearm to attract my attention – and what I had seen that evening only served to heighten my awareness of him. The strong grip of his hand to guide me silently through the conservatory where I would have stumbled in the dark, his mouth against my ear in Milverton's study, and the warm, intimate pressure of his body against my side as we concealed ourselves behind the curtains had all seemed to burn me. However, I forced myself not to flinch away from them – to do so would alert him that something had changed about my perception of him and it would be no great leap for him to deduce that I had arrived earlier then I had claimed, and what I had witnessed.


    Once our mad flight was over and we found ourselves alone on the heath with no sounds of pursuit, Holmes regarded me for a long, silent moment. The snow was falling steadily, chilling us to the bone, and I feared that Holmes was going to demand an explanation there and then of why I had followed him. Instead, he simply removed his mask, dashed his wet hair back from his face, and set off in the direction of the main road where we would be able to hail a cab. Our journey home was uneventful, I am happy to say, and upon returning to Baker Street each of us sought his own room with only the most cursory of goodnights.


    * * * *


    At some point during the night, the storm blew itself out and gave way to a watery winter sunrise that seemed all the more brilliant for being reflected off the thick blanket of white that lay over the city. Almost as soon as it began to lighten the walls of my room I rose from my bed, feeling more in need of repose than when I had sought it several hours ago. I had not slept well, each of my chaotic thoughts clamouring to be uppermost in my mind.


    Finding Mrs. Hudson, an habitual early riser, to be also up and about, I humbly begged some tea and toast from her and retired to the sitting-room to pick at a piece of toast and let my tea grow cold on the side table. What I was to say to Holmes when I saw him, I had no idea. He would surely be expecting an explanation as to why I had so determinedly ignored his request to remain in Baker Street, and I was still undecided as to whether I should reveal the fact that I had been made privy to the intimate details of his assignation. I did not relish the thought of his reaction when he learned that his privacy had been thus invaded, but I was not confident of my ability to continue with our life together pretending that all was as it had been.


    More than anything, I hoped I could get through the ordeal without revealing the existence of the now-destroyed letter.


    The sun was bright enough to render the morning fire in our grate more welcome for its warmth than illumination, when I was startled to see the subject of my thoughts emerge from his bedroom, fully dressed with his hair damp and sleeked back from his face. Holmes is not known for being an early riser, and I was so surprised to see him that I actually stood up rather formally as he approached and I bid him good morning.


    "I am surprised to see you," I added.


    "And I you, I assure you," he replied.


    I forced a casual laugh.


    "Last night's vigorous exertions gave me an appetite, which drove me from my bed to seek sustenance early this morning."


    It was a pathetic attempt at deception, and he did not dignify it with a reply as he glanced at my half-eaten toast and cup of cold tea.


    With no further preamble he said, "I believe I have something of yours," as he reached into his dressing-gown and withdrew the one item I had prayed never to see in his hands.


    The unforgettable morning where I suddenly saw a dead friend in place of an old bookseller remains the only time in my life thus far that I have fainted. Nevertheless, I believe that that morning I came as close as I ever have since to losing consciousness. I know I certainly looked on the point of collapse, for I felt the blood drain from my face and I was dimly aware of Holmes pushing me firmly down to sit upon our settee. Feeling as though the little breakfast I had been able to stomach was about to leave me, I stared at my hands until a glass containing a generous measure of brandy was thrust into them.


    "My dear Watson," Holmes was exclaiming, "it appears that once again I owe you a thousand apologies for unnecessary dramatics. I had no idea that you would be so affected, but truthfully I had not the slightest idea how to introduce the topic into casual conversation."


    He moved to loosen my collar-ends, but I waved him away as I took a large gulp of brandy. As it traced a warm path down to my stomach, I said hoarsely, "I imagine you must be rather surprised by your find, and would like an explanation."


    Holmes waved an elegant hand dismissively.


    "Not at all. I knew I would find it before I ever set foot in Milverton's study last night."


    I stared at him incredulously.


    "How can you possibly have known that you would find a letter to yourself from me?"


    "While not being certain of the subject, I knew I would find something," he clarified, "as it was obvious from the first that that poisonous individual was blackmailing you."


    At my astonished look, he allowed himself to smile at me.


    "You picked up a chair, my dear fellow, so insistent were you that he not leave our rooms at the end of his visit here last week. I have seen you confront villains of every stripe during our acquaintance, but with precisely none of them have I seen you seriously propose dashing their brains out upon our bearskin hearthrug. In addition," he continued, "you snapped at me afterwards in a most uncharacteristic fashion. Naturally, after such clues it was a simple matter to set Wiggins to follow you for the next few days–"


    "Follow me!" I cried, thinking of Milverton's hired thug who had also been tailing me for weeks and wondering, slightly hysterically, just how many people I had traipsing after me every time I poked my nose out the door.


    "Yes," he replied, unabashed. "His description to me of your agitated meeting with Milverton later that week was mere confirmation of what I already suspected – that you were being blackmailed by him, and that it was over a subject whose details you did not wish to share with me."


    When presented with this elegantly linked chain of reasoning, I could do nothing except bow my head in silent confirmation.


    "Therefore you see I knew already that I should find something, although precisely what I was still not certain. When I found this in his safe, I admit I was surprised. You see it is unopened," he held it up to show me and his voice grew quieter, "but I have been considering what its contents could be and I believe I know. You and I have argued on so many topics that I do not think there could be any possible subject you would hesitate to bring up with me, save one."


    His gray eyes, luminous in the early morning light, bored into my own and seemed to read my thoughts as if they had been clearly printed on the back of my skull. I had to avert my gaze.


    "Enough!" I gasped, "You are right, and I am most deeply sorry. I have been an utter fool, and placed you in the most terrible danger. Please accept my abject apologies, and I am entirely ready to find other lodgings, you need only say the word–"


    "You will do no such thing," he swore violently. "Doctor, please be so good as to finish that brandy and listen. I am not at all repelled by the idea that your sexual proclivities deviate from the rather narrow confines dictated by society, indeed I myself share similar tastes."


    "I know," I said miserably, before biting my lip and wishing I had held my tongue as he looked at me in frank astonishment.


    "That is a statement we shall explore in more depth later," he promised, staring at me with narrowed eyes, "but currently–"


    He broke off, seeming at something of a loss for words. Finally he continued, sounding hesitant for possibly the first time in our acquaintance.


    "I do not know the depth of your feelings toward me – I have occasionally been accounted handsome enough in my own peculiar fashion, but I am a rather arrogant, tiresome devil with numerous bad habits, hardly the type of person to inspire anyone's lasting affection–"


    His voice tailed off again until, with an exclamation of impatience, he said, "Dash it all, professional pride is a fine thing, and it is only right that a gentleman should help a lady in distress, but I hope you do not believe that they were the motivations for my actions."


    Scarcely daring to breathe, I stared down at the empty brandy glass, concentrating with all my might on the reflection of the firelight in its smooth surface.


    "What are you telling me?" I asked, barely audibly. I heard him shifting in his chair, and then the reflection in my glass flickered as he rose to stand before the fire.


    "You do not imagine that I would risk a prison term over a witless society female, I hope? Surely my Boswell knows me better than that. When I was moved to plan my house-breaking attempt, I was thinking of someone else entirely."


    A strong hand came to rest gently on my hair as he added in a rather subdued tone, "My dear Watson. My only thoughts were that, to give you peace of mind, I would rather risk trial and imprisonment than spend a single day more watching you slowly torture yourself to death, afraid to confide in me."


    Disbelieving, I looked up at him. His face was open, the softer emotions more clearly displayed upon it than I had ever seen them. Without thinking I rose from our settee, took his face in my hands and kissed him as I had so longed to do for many months now. For a moment he stood frozen and I wondered if I had grievously miscalculated, but then his arms came around me tightly and his mouth opened against my own. I do not know how long we stood there embracing, but when I came back to myself Holmes's dressing-gown was loosened, his shirt untucked and my hands were upon the bare skin of his stomach. As I had often noticed during covert glances at the Turkish baths, there was not a spare ounce on him, and his muscles were immediately visible under his skin. They quivered against my fingers as I traced their outlines.


    Suddenly he pulled away from me, his eyes bright and almost feverish. He darted to the door of our sitting-room, turned the key in the lock and then all but dragged me by my shirtfront towards his bedroom. Once inside, he pressed me back against the wall beside the door and resumed kissing me with a single-mindedness and focus I had previously only seen directed at an intricate chemistry study or an abstruse problem. His nimble fingers darted over my clothing – loosening and unfastening – while my own attempted to reciprocate. My co-ordination was already some way behind his own, and it deserted me altogether when his hand slipped below my waistband and his fingers curled around me. I gasped convulsively and clutched at his forearm. His lips were against my ear, and when he murmured a soft interrogative noise, my hips thrust involuntarily into his hand. Tightening his grip, he started to stroke me slowly yet deliberately.


    I squeezed my eyes shut as his hand tormented me, the drops of pleasure welling from me making it scarcely necessary for him to wet his fingers in his mouth. I opened my eyes as he released me, and was rewarded with the sight of him pulling his fingers slowly out of his mouth, sparking instant graphic mental pictures of him engaged in a similar act with a certain portion of my anatomy, as he had no doubt intended. His lips met mine again in a soft interplay of tongues and breath as his hand closed around me again.


    I would like to say that this continued for some time before we leisurely moved on to other activities, as befits an experienced man of the world, but in truth it was only a matter of minutes before I became uncomfortably aware of two things. One was that I had been too weary and heartsick to attend to my physical needs over the past two weeks, and the second was a recollection that Sherlock Holmes was usually very talented at whatever he turned his deft hand to, and this was proving to be no exception. I was very conscious that I was in imminent danger of embarrassing myself. My grip shifted to his wrist.


    "Wait," I choked out.


    His hand stopped moving but his fingers continued to twist around the very tip of me in a way that was excruciatingly pleasurable, giving me conflicting urges to push up into his hand and shrink away against the wall to regain some distance and self-control.


    "Why?" he queried, sounding damnably cool and polite, and reinforcing my desperate wish to somehow calm myself. I took a deep breath.


    "Because," I gritted out, "I am rather close just now, and if you wish for this to last longer than– ah God–"


    His slick grip had tightened around me once more and, try as I might to claw at his wrist and hinder his movement, the man has sinews of steel. Consequently I am embarrassed to note that in the next instant, or so it seemed, I was spending myself into his hand and soaking my underclothes. I clenched my jaw against the pleasure that wracked me and twisted my face away, sick with shame and anger at my traitorous body for displaying all the self-restraint of an adolescent in his first passionate encounter. Gradually, I became conscious that Holmes had buried his face against the side of my head, murmuring things into my hair that I could not make out but rather hoped that I would be given another opportunity to, if my appalling lack of self-control had not entirely discouraged him from any further carnal activities with me. Clearing my throat, I tried to salvage what I could.


    "I am most terribly sorry, my dear fellow. I had not quite intended that–"


    His fingers over my mouth cut me off. His other hand was still caressing me gently as I softened, and I was trying desperately to control the final tremors of pleasure running up and down my spine. He lifted his head.


    "I assure you, I most definitely had intended that," he breathed, his face flushed and his eyes sparkling. "With your permission, there is something I want from you, and I should like it to last a very long time."


    Taking this for an ill-timed although entirely justified gibe at my lack of stamina, I felt myself flush and made to pull away from him in embarrassment. He caught my arm.


    "You misunderstand me," his face displayed his annoyance with himself, mingled with a look of what, on another man, I should have called desperation. "There is a particular act that I have desired from you, I might almost say that I have obsessed over it for many months now, and if it should happen that I have only this memory to draw from then it must be this. If you would oblige me then I would venture to suggest that it will be more pleasurable for you if the immediate sense of urgency is gone and you are more at leisure to enjoy the physical sensations."


    He was still being far too articulate for a man whose erection I could feel against my hip through several layers of clothing.


    "Holmes, I will gladly do anything you ask of me," I said softly, unbuttoning his shirt and laying him bare from the base of his throat to the base of his stomach. "But why are you speaking as though you will have only this encounter to remember?"


    He shrugged elegantly, managing to communicate airy uncertainty while not incidentally removing his dressing-gown and shirt.


    "One never knows," he mused casually. "A sudden change of heart or circumstances, a sense of guilt or disgust for perverse desires..."


    Loosening his trousers, I interrupted him firmly.


    "Please stop speaking this instant. I do not know which of your former lovers seduced you and then had an immediate change of heart, but he was clearly either an unfeeling villain or a madman. Please grant me the bare minimum of courtesy by allowing that I am neither."


    However I was no longer certain that he was listening to me, as he had taken over the task of undressing himself and soon stood before me completely naked.


    "I wish for you to bugger me," he declared bluntly, a wild light in his eyes. "It is something I have wanted for a very long time and, not being a selfish sort of fellow, I daresay that you also will derive some enjoyment from the act."


    "Good God," I breathed, drawing him to me for a gentle kiss and allowing my hands to roam over his flawless form. I had seen him undressed before now, but this was the first occasion where I did not have to deliberately turn my gaze away for fear he would see the latent desire behind my regard. It was also the first occasion where I was permitted not just to look, but to actually touch all that smooth, pale skin and I clasped him to me greedily, trying to caress every part of him simultaneously.


    All too soon he broke away.


    "Is that a yes?" he demanded.


    I cupped his buttocks in my hands, enjoying his inability to prevent his slight shiver and the way his eyelids fluttered.


    "It is a whole-hearted and unreserved yes, a thousand times yes," I vowed. "But, dearest, I am afraid that you will need to give me a few minutes. Despite my earlier haste, I am not actually an adolescent."


    The endearment had brought a small smile to one corner of his mouth that I found quite ridiculously enchanting.


    "As long as you wish," he said fervently, before efficiently stripping me of the rest of my clothes and pulling me down onto his bed.


    A long interval followed, of sensual, drugging kisses, a slow exploration of each others' bodies, and discoveries. I found that Holmes's hair was as soft as I had always hoped it would be, and that if disarranged while damp it had a tendency to curl slightly at the ends. I found that he did not like his ears being touched overmuch, but that he had extraordinarily sensitive nipples for a man. It had never been an area of particular interest for me, but when I gently applied suction to the small points of flesh he arched his back and clutched my head to his breast in a most gratifying fashion.


    Eventually he pushed me off him with an exclamation of impatience, produced a pot of Vaseline from his bedside table and lay back down on his front, his head pillowed on his folded arms. The erotic picture he made caused me to swallow hard, and I reached out and ran a hand down his perfect spine, brushing my fingers lightly over the curve of his backside. Gratified by another involuntary shiver, I let my thumbs dip into the crease between his buttocks and could not hide a smile as he thrust the small pot at me insistently. Taking it, I let him listen to me opening it but then a thought struck me and I set it back down. When I pressed a kiss to the small of his back, he went very still. Knowing my friend's scrupulous habits as I did, I nonetheless enquired, "Am I correct in thinking that you bathed before breakfast this morning?"


    I sounded as neutral as though I were querying whether he would prefer whiskey or brandy after supper, and his shoulders twitched in response.


    "Of course," he murmured, sounding rather strangled. Without further hesitation, I bent my head to place another kiss at the base of his spine, and then allowed my tongue to trace the same path that my thumbs had just taken. I paused, waiting briefly to gauge his reaction, and when he mutely widened his legs I took it as my unspoken permission to continue. The particular type of caresses I bestowed were not something I had done very often before – perhaps only two or three times in my whole life – but I was gratified to see, when I glanced up the rigid lines of Holmes's back, that his fingers were fisted in the sheets and his face buried in the pillow. When I added wet fingers as well, the reaction was immediate. His hand found my forehead and pushed me away from him almost violently as he scrambled to his hands and knees.


    "If you are waiting for me to beg," he said roughly, "I am afraid you will be disappointed."


    I stroked the outside of his thigh soothingly.


    "Turn over," I requested. He shifted his weight a little.


    "Now," he insisted.


    "Sherlock," I repeated quietly. I had never called him by his Christian name before, and he almost startled. "I hope to do this a great many times with you, in a number of positions but this first time, let me see you."


    Without further comment he turned over onto his back, I pulled his legs high around my waist and pressed into him gently. His eyes flew shut and his arousal subsided slightly with the momentary discomfort of penetration, but I held steady and spoke to him. I do not now recall what I said to him and am not entirely sure I wish to, for it was doubtless the sort of romantic nonsense that would make me blush scarlet. But in this instance it was exactly what was needed, for it was barely a minute before he was arching up towards me and impatiently urging me on.


    That was another discovery I made that morning, with the pale winter sun sending tentative beams into the room – that Sherlock Holmes, even while taking a role that is usually considered the more submissive one, was quite capable of issuing terse instructions at me entirely throughout the experience. I should say almost entirely for, as I tried to make the act last as long as I could in deference to his stated wish, towards the end his commands deserted him and he was incapable of anything more than inarticulate moans. Working a hand between our bodies, I wrapped my fingers around his cock and stroked him tightly for a bare minute before having the supreme satisfaction of watching him shatter apart beneath me.


    For all his verbosity and imperious orders during the act, he was completely silent at its completion, a look of ecstasy on his beloved face and his thighs tightening around my ribs. When his hand reached down and found my wrist, stilling my fingers on his now over-sensitised flesh, I reared back and gripped both his hips hard, allowing myself to fully feel the last flutters of his body where we were joined. The physical sensations, and the awareness of precisely who I was doing this with, meant that it was not long before I was gasping and shuddering, and struggling to keep myself from collapsing entirely on top of him as I gave way to the pleasure coiling at the base of my spine.


    * * * *


    Once we had both recovered our composure, I should have liked nothing better than to remain in bed all morning, touching and learning that ivory skin that I had long admired from afar. However, Holmes had insisted that we assume our clothes and continue with our usual behaviour, and so we sat before the fire with our morning pipes. I had wanted to make use of the fire to finally burn the offending letter that had caused so much trouble, but Holmes would not hear of it and had snatched it out of my hands at my first movement towards the fireplace. He insisted that, as it was addressed to him, it was now his property to do with as he pleased. In truth I did not really object. Given what we had already done together, and what I was pleasurably anticipating doing with him again that evening, there was nothing contained therein that could seriously shock him. Furthermore I secretly rather hoped, if I was to be permitted to watch his face while he read, that the sentiments of affection might bring a flush to those sharp cheekbones.


    While I was staring into the fire in an exhausted daze, and marvelling at how drastically a fellow's outlook on life can change in the space of just twenty-four hours, there was a knock on our sitting-room door and Lestrade entered.


    "Good morning," he nodded affably to us both. "May I ask if you are very busy just now?"


    Holmes had risen to greet him and waved him into a seat with an air that was, for him, positively jovial. Lestrade removed his hat and pulled up an armchair as Holmes leaned against the mantelpiece.


    "Not too busy to listen to you," he smiled down at him. From Sherlock Holmes, this was a warm reception indeed, and I had to bite the inside of my cheek not to laugh at the startled expression that Lestrade completely failed to conceal.


    "Very well," he replied, a trifle confused. "You will not join us, Mr. Holmes?"


    "Thank you, but I prefer to stand," he said blithely. "There is something in the crisp winter air this morning that invigorates me."


    My urge to laugh was redoubled. I knew very well was that Holmes was not invigorated – in fact he was exhausted, having been up most of the night dashing all over London and then having recently engaged in rather energetic activities – but that he was unable to sit down without a small, fleeting expression crossing his face that betrayed exactly which illegal acts had just been perpetrated upon his person. The first time I had seen it half an hour ago, I had been struck with remorse until he kissed me thoroughly enough to reassure me that he welcomed the small reminder, but it would have been fatal to betray the clue to anyone from Scotland Yard, whatever Holmes's opinions on Lestrade's obtuseness.


    "Perhaps you might care to assist us in a most remarkable case which occurred only last night at Hampstead – a most dramatic and remarkable murder," Lestrade was saying. I found that I could spare him only the bare minimum of my attention, as the sight of Holmes leaning against the mantelpiece and the thought of the small gasp he had been unable to suppress had stirred flickers of interest in me that I was desperately trying to quench, with a police inspector sitting not two yards away.


    "I am afraid I can't help you, Lestrade," Holmes said finally. "The fact is that I knew this fellow Milverton, that I considered him one of the most dangerous men in London, and that I think there are certain crimes which the law cannot touch, and which therefore, to some extent, justify private revenge. No, it's no use arguing. I have made up my mind."


    However, I could not help but notice that Lestrade did not look as though he had the slightest intention of arguing with my friend. Instead he was regarding him, with occasional fleeting glances at me, with the smallest of smiles tugging at the corner of his mouth. When Holmes had finished speaking Lestrade rose and took his hat.


    "Well, that's quite alright, Mr. Holmes. I was obliged by my superiors to come and ask you but between ourselves, we have had our eyes upon this Mr. Milverton for some time, and he was a bit of a villain. Therefore I am in complete agreement with you that there are some actions that the law cannot touch."


    I could have sworn that, just for a second, his eyes flickered to include me as well in the last sentence, but before I even had time to react, he was bidding us good morning and seeing himself out of our sitting-room with almost undue haste.


    "I think perhaps your welcome was a little too warm to the inspector, Holmes," I remarked dryly as he locked our sitting-room door and came to recline next to me on the settee, his head in my lap.


    "Are you jealous, dear heart?" He turned his head to nuzzle at my trouser front, making me squirm uncomfortably.


    "Don't be ridiculous, of course I am not. But," I paused, unsure how to continue, "I rather think that he may suspect something."


    "Bah! Paranoid suspicion, Watson. I have found that people only ever see what they expect to see, hence your conviction that everyone now notices my discomfort and attributes it to your generous endowments–"


    "Holmes!"


    "–whereas Lestrade sees nothing except eccentric Mr. Holmes and his long-suffering medical friend, exactly the same as every other visit he has paid us."


    "I pray you are right," I replied dubiously. I doubted Holmes's light dismissal of Lestrade's failure to observe the change in our relations – for surely I could not be the only man in London to observe that this morning my companion's eyes glowed as though lit from within – but I did not believe we had anything to fear from him. As long as I had known him, he had always chosen to obey the spirit of the law, rather than the letter, and I was inwardly assured that this occasion would be no different.


    * * * *


    Society is certainly none the worse for Mr. Milverton's passing, and I do not believe that there would be any who would mourn him. Indeed, I strongly suspect that many people, at all levels of society, sleep easier in their beds at night for knowing that he is no more and that the contents of his green safe are reduced to ashes.


    However, bizarre though it sounds, I feel that I owe him a great deal. As I write this, the man who is now my lover and the delight of my life is in his armchair by the fire, perusing the newspapers for the latest gruesome murders, and we have a small but resplendent black safe in the corner of our sitting-room. Holmes assures me, with a total lack of modesty, that it is unbreakable by any save himself and maintains that he acquired it so that I may have a secure place to keep my notes on cases of national importance. He also added that, should I feel the urge to pen any further correspondence to him, I may lock it up securely and he will be sure to keep his safe-breaking skills honed. I found that I had been right regarding his reading of my original letter – his cheeks did indeed take on a faint pink tinge and later, in his bedchamber, he requested that I give him a more thorough demonstration of some of the acts I had described.


    Had Milverton never succeeded in recovering my letter and subjecting me to an infernal two weeks, I should doubtless not now possess the deeper intimacy that has changed my days from mere humdrum existence to something approaching paradise on earth. Therefore I will declare, at the risk of incurring Holmes's mockery for an excess of sentimentalism, that while I am sure that there are many who would scorn me for it, I can find it in my heart to wish that he gain a measure of peace in the next world.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    THE ADVENTURE OF THE HANSOM CAB


    


    After the evening's dramatic revelations, which had surprised even Holmes, Gregson and Leverton escorted Signora Lucca back to her room in Mrs. Warren's house to tell her story. I had been on the point of following them out of the door when Holmes stopped Gregson with a hand on his arm.


    "There are a few small points I should like to investigate about this room, Gregson," he said airily. "Nothing that could help the case, it is merely to satisfy my own curiosity. Dr. Watson and I will join you shortly."


    As their footsteps died away, Holmes closed the door behind them and pulled me out of that dreadful room with the corpse on the floor – sadly I am no stranger to violent death, but there was something terrible about the expression on the dead man's face – and through a door that opened into a small antechamber. Closing it behind us, he leaned back against it, looking flushed, and only then did he address me.


    "Do you have any idea, Watson, how inexpressibly satisfying it is to draw logical conclusions based on a series of facts – facts which are freely available but seemingly indecipherable to all and sundry – and then to have each and every one of them confirmed before your very eyes?"


    I bit my lip to keep from openly laughing at the look of exultation he wore.


    "Not directly, no," I replied dryly. "But I believe that by now I may have acquired a vicarious idea of the feeling you describe."


    His eyes skated over me greedily, and the banked invitation behind his look of self-satisfaction grew more blatant. "Come here," he requested softly.


    I knew exactly what he had in mind – no man would have taken up Holmes's profession were it not that danger and intrigue attracted him – but I felt that it would not do to give in too readily, despite the way my breathing grew short and my chest tightened.


    "You do realise that we are directly opposite a room in which even now, two detectives are making themselves comfortable and awaiting us?"


    He gave a one-shoulder shrug that said, as clearly as if he had spoken, that it was all one to him, and that they might wait all evening for all he cared.


    "Furthermore, we have no key for the door to this room."


    Nevertheless, when he held out a hand to me I could not stop myself crossing the room to take it. He drew it to his lips and planted a kiss in my palm before answering.


    "This small chamber is out of the line of sight of the window opposite, I made quite sure of that before I propositioned you. I find you irresistibly attractive, my dear man, but please be assured that I would never compromise your safety. As for the door, we have our combined weight leaning against it" (it was quite true, for I was pressed up snugly against him by this point) "and so I hardly think anyone would be able to enter without giving us at least some warning."


    While he pointed out the precautions he had taken, he had unfastened my cuff, pushed my sleeve back and was trailing kisses from my palm along to the sensitive skin of my wrist and inner arm. As I felt his mouth caressing the pulse that was hammering beneath my skin, I capitulated. He knew even before I leaned in to kiss him, judging from the wicked grin he gave me, and he murmured in appreciation as he felt my fingers working at his belt.


    As I had expected, he was already hard beneath his clothes and his hands ran over my chest and shoulders as I quickly and efficiently loosened his underclothes. I drew his cock out and wrapped my fingers around him, stroking him firmly. This was not the time for tender caresses, and a slow, gentle seduction. What he was asking me for, in his own, silent way, was an immediate release.


    My fist sped on his erection as I felt him leaking his pleasure against my fingers, and when his mouth separated from my own, his head falling back against the door as he sucked in air and his hips began to thrust into my grip, I sucked at the skin of his throat. I was careful not to leave a mark, as it would have been fatal to both of us, but his movements grew more erratic when he felt my tongue on his neck. I reached down with my other hand to cup his balls in my palm, squeezing gently, and when I pressed my fingers firmly against the skin behind them, he fisted his hands in my overcoat.


    "John," he said, sounding frantic, "that's it ... I'm going to ... you need a handkerchief, a rag, something, for God's sake–"


    I dragged my coat roughly out of his clutching fingers as I slid down his body, and pulled his cock into my mouth mere seconds before he shuddered silently and finished. I braced his hips against the door as his knees shook and threatened to give out, and slid my lips along his shaft as the taste of his climax flooded my senses. Almost before he had finished, he was tugging me upright again and claiming my mouth in a messy, passionate kiss.


    "My God," he muttered, when he had breath to speak again. His hands cradled my flushed face and I caught the left one, knowing what I would find there before I saw it. I kissed the set of teeth marks that were dug along the side of his hand, and he pulled away and loosened my own trouser buttons.


    "Holmes..." I cautioned, "You know that I am usually rather ... that is to say, it would be inadvisable for me to do this here."


    "I know," he breathed against the side of my face, "just let me feel you, just for a moment."


    His hands slipped below my underclothes as he caught my mouth in a kiss. But instead of brushing my groin as I had expected, his hands moved around to cup themselves over the curve of my backside. He squeezed my flesh hard, in stark contrast to the gentle way he drew my lower lip between both of his, and pulled me close against him. My arousal pressed against his hip and he encouraged me to rock against him.


    The familiar rhythm, and the feeling of his hands grasping at my buttocks, sparked vivid memories of intercourse between us, when he was in the habit of grabbing me to pull me more deeply into him. I buried my face in the crook of his neck and shoulder, and told myself sternly that I would pull away after a minute of this, as I could certainly not reach my finish here. One of his hands disappeared for a moment, and when it returned it was in the form of slick fingers pressing into me gently but inexorably.


    It was enough to make me raise my head in alarm. "Holmes!" I choked out. "For heaven's sake, man, we cannot–"


    I cut myself off as his fingers were replaced with something cool and slick and solid, which slid smoothly into me. When he removed his hand the object stayed in place, held firmly by my internal muscles. It was too startling to be erotic, and so I looked at him in surprise and met his gaze, in which lust and amusement were inextricably mingled.


    "Are you all right?" he asked me softly.


    "I am fine. But what in the name of–"


    "I rather thought you might like a small foretaste of what the rest of the evening will bring," he murmured against my ear. "But if you think it would be too much for you then by all means, my dear chap, you need only say the word and we can abandon this plan."


    He looked at me earnestly and I had no doubt that he was sincere, for beneath his impatience and frequent displays of rudeness, I know that he is devoted to me. But there was a wicked, challenging sparkle lurking in the depths of his gaze that called to my own sporting instinct. In a flash I realised that he was teasing me and was not truly expecting me to agree to this; he was anticipating that I would act as the voice of prudence, as usual, and that we would forget the whole proposal.


    The idea of Holmes carrying the device with him, to say nothing of the pot of substance that had eased its passage, was shockingly arousing and it was the knowledge that he had been planning this, as well as my own innate taste for risk-taking, that made me lift my chin proudly.


    "Not at all, Holmes, your suggestion sounds intriguing."


    From the undisguised shock on his face, I knew that my insight had been correct and he had anticipated a refusal from me.


    "Are you really sure?" he demanded.


    "Absolutely." I stepped away to re-fasten my clothing and make myself presentable once more. "It will be an intriguing experiment."


    "Watson..." he seemed lost for words, and settled for repeating himself. "Are you sure?"


    "I am. However, while I am to undergo this test of my fortitude, I am not quite clear on what the ordeal is for you."


    He lunged suddenly, with the agile grace that is so much a part of him, and dragged me back up against him.


    "Oh, believe me," he murmured hotly in my ear, "knowing that you are wearing that in preparation for later this evening will be its own test of my patience."


    He kissed me firmly as his hands reached around to grip my buttocks. I made a soft noise as his massaging of my flesh shifted the plug inside me and sent a gentle surge of pleasure up my spine. When he drew back, his eyes were dark with avarice and he stared at me in a manner that made me swallow hard.


    "You had best tuck your shirt in and straighten your collar," I said shakily, "and we should go. It would be rude to keep Signora Lucca waiting any longer."


    I left the room before him, trying to calm myself with a deep breath and revelling in the all-too-rare sensation of having thrown Sherlock Holmes completely off balance.


    * * * *


    So it was that half an hour after discovering the body of Gorgiano, we were all installed in Signora Lucca's sitting-room. Holmes had immediately taken the only remaining seat when we entered, leaving me to stand behind him, leaning on my cane. I received sympathetic looks from both Gregson and Leverton at this perceived incivility to a war veteran, but I was glad of Holmes's seeming rudeness. While standing and walking presented no great challenge, I strongly suspected that sitting down would have applied pressure in places more used to being stimulated when Holmes and I were alone, with the security of a locked door between us and the rest of the world.


    Signora Lucca's story was quickly told. Her admiration of her husband's bravery brought a shine to her fine eyes and a joyful animation to her expression, and even Gregson cautiously agreed that neither she nor her husband ought to face serious consequences as a result of their actions that night.


    When she was finished, Holmes rose and stretched.


    "Well, Watson, you have one more specimen of the tragic and grotesque to add to your collection. By the way, it is not eight o'clock, and a Wagner night at Covent Garden! If we hurry, we might be in time for the second act."


    We said our goodbyes to Signora Lucca and the two detectives, and descended to the street. Holmes linked his arm through mine companionably, but when he turned in the direction of Baker Street I dug in my heels.


    "Covent Garden is the other way."


    "Oh come, Watson!" He glanced at me with amusement. "You know very well that I was only teasing you."


    He made to walk on until I stopped him. "But I insist."


    He stared first at my arm holding him back, and then at my blandly innocent expression. "But you hate Wagner."


    " 'Hate' is a little strong," I said, thoughtfully, "but it is true nevertheless that you have been trying for a long time to cultivate a taste for interminable operas in me. Clearly you have had some degree of success."


    He recovered well from his surprise and his eyes gleamed at me wickedly. "Very well. If you truly wish to watch the second act then you are right, Covent Garden is indeed this way."


    * * * *


    The second act had started by the time we arrived, and we settled ourselves quietly in the box that Holmes had reserved for the season. I do not think I had ever been so glad to have privacy when at a performance. The short walk here had been more or less bearable, helped by Holmes's explanation to me of the theme of the opera, but nevertheless I was not entirely comfortable. The heavy pressure inside me was terribly distracting, and I had vowed to see to it that Holmes was likewise discomfited. And so I allowed a small noise to pass my lips as I settled myself in my chair, and hid a smile when I saw him twitch slightly.


    I gave him enough time to begin to grow lost in the music before I shifted again in my seat and murmured slightly. The timpani were loud enough to cover my noise, but I knew from the glance Holmes flicked in my direction that it had not escaped entirely unnoticed. I crossed my legs and uncrossed them, and allowed my hips to shift against the chair, a slow slide that might almost be called a squirm and the small moan that broke from me was not entirely feigned.


    A hand seized my knee with a grip of iron.


    "Are you quite comfortable?"


    Holmes's tone was solicitous, but I even in the lowered light I could see that he was glaring at me.


    "Yes," I whispered meekly. "I apologise for disturbing you, but I am afraid I am unaccustomed to sitting in public for long periods of time while wearing a–"


    "Watson, I would imagine that there are few men in London who are accustomed to it," he retorted dryly, his sardonic tone defeated by the hand that was sliding up my thigh. "Nevertheless..."


    He removed his hand, to my disappointment, and turned back to the stage, where a loud crescendo was beginning. I allowed him a few more minutes to appreciate the music before changing my posture again. I lifted one hand to scratch at my chest, and then allowed it to fall naturally to my lap, just brushing my groin. I arched again in my chair and found an angle that caused an entirely genuine murmur of pleasure to bubble up from my throat.


    Holmes could take no more. He leaned over, replaced his hand on my leg in a grip just short of painful, and announced our immediate departure into my ear in a low murmur that nevertheless brooked no argument. As he stood and made his way towards the back of the box, I protested quietly.


    "But Holmes, the third act!"


    He spun around and seized the back of my chair. "I don't care about the third sodding act!" he snarled at me in an undertone. "Kindly do me the courtesy of getting out of that chair and following me immediately, Doctor, before I bodily drag you out of the door."


    In no time at all we were outside in the crisp autumnal air and Holmes was hailing a hansom cab. Silently we climbed into it and were soon underway, but not two minutes after it had begun to move I found myself in something of a predicament.


    I had been relatively composed while sitting still, my teasing of Holmes notwithstanding, and I had even found a pleasurable anticipation in thinking of our return to Baker Street. But the rocking, jolting movement of the cab was sending corresponding jolts of erotic sensation spiking through me, and I had to bite my lip not to cry out. Within a few minutes I was fully erect in my trousers, and was obliged to spread my legs a little wider on the seat to accommodate my arousal.


    Throughout all of this, Holmes had been sitting opposite me, silent and staring out of the window. I am sure that I made no sound, although my hands were twined together tightly in my lap, nevertheless some small gasp or noise clearly betrayed me, for Holmes was suddenly scrutinising me in the dim, flickering light of the passing gas lamps.


    "Watson? Whatever is the matter?"


    "Nothing," I gritted out, "I am fine."


    It was a terrible attempt at a lie, and naturally he did not believe a word of it. In an instant he had pulled both window blinds down and was at my side. The lack of light did not impede him in the slightest as his sensitive fingers darted over my clenched hands, the pulse racing at my throat and the perspiration I could feel collecting at my hairline.


    "Are you in pain?" he asked, sounding panicked. "God forgive me, it was a ridiculous notion, I do not know what possessed me to–"


    "Not in pain," I managed, through the rushing of blood in my ears. The rocking sway of the cab was massaging my prostate in a regular rhythm, flooding me with an almost electric sensation and giving me a terrible urge to fling myself onto the man beside me and rut like an animal. "I think the hansom may have been a mistake."


    "Oh." His touch moved instantly down to my groin and brushed my length straining at my trouser buttons. "Oh–"


    "Don't touch me!" I spoke harshly to him, shoving his hand away, and in response he grabbed the lapels of my jacket and pulled me into him for a kiss. I moaned and instantly opened my mouth to his, revelling in the almost-obscene feeling of his tongue wet and slick against my own.


    When he broke away, after a small eternity, he rubbed his nose in my hair and murmured breathlessly against my ear, "Watson, it seems highly probable to me that you are going to come off before we reach Baker Street; therefore the only question which you need to address is whether you would prefer to do it in your clothes or in my hand."


    "Are you mad? We are in a public hansom cab!" I hissed at him as my heart skipped a beat at his insane suggestion, made all the more arousing by the matter-of-fact tone of voice in which he delivered it.


    In response he leaned away abruptly and shot the small bolts on the inside of the doors.


    "There is the matter of ... evidence..." I protested weakly, for my body thought it sounded like an excellent idea, despite a dozen equally excellent reasons why it most clearly was nothing of the sort.


    "Let me worry about that," he breathed, stroking his fingertips down the side of my face. I could not help myself – I cradled his jaw and brushed my thumb over his lips, groaning softly when he drew it briefly into his mouth.


    "No," he said finally, releasing it. "I should dearly love to take you in my mouth, but you seem to be in something of a state and I suspect that you are going to need my shoulder."


    My desire-fogged brain could make no sense of this seeming non sequitur, but I did not spend much time trying as I felt him working at my trouser buttons.


    "For God's sake," I gasped, summoning my last rational objection, "we are nearly at Baker Street!"


    "Not quite," he contradicted me, spreading the flaps of my trouser front open and sliding his hand inside to fiddle with the fastenings of my underclothes, not incidentally rubbing his knuckles along my length in the process. "During the time we have been in the cab, we have not actually moved very far from Covent Garden. There is a spice shop just around the corner from the opera house that gives an unmistakeable scent to the evening breeze – the cabby is clearly taking us the long way around. Nevertheless, it would behove you to be rather quick about this, my dear man."


    I was in no condition to give this piece of exposition the attention or admiration that his observations usually drew from me, as he had loosened my underclothes and begun a fierce rhythm on my straining flesh that was calculated to bring me to a swift finish. At first I tried desperately to swallow my groans of pleasure, but when he guided my forehead gently but firmly to his shoulder I at last understood his apparently irrelevant comment. I buried my face in his overcoat and let his familiar scent overwhelm me as I moaned my desire against him, my mouth stifled by the heavy wool.


    I was shuddering on the brink of my peak, my hands clenched on the edge of the seat, deaf and blind to all else except the exquisite torment of Holmes's fingers and the imminent promise of relief, when suddenly the cab jerked to a stop and there was a sharp rap on the roof. Holmes swore viciously in my ear, and before I could comprehend what was happening, he had snatched his hand away and was hurriedly buttoning my trousers.


    "We are at Baker Street," he growled, in response to my soft cry of protest.


    "But you said ... the spice shop..." I stumbled, rather disoriented by the abrupt change of events.


    "Well, clearly someone has opened another bloody spice shop, much closer to Baker Street!"


    Holmes hated proof that his knowledge of his adopted city was anything less than encyclopaedic, hence his fit of temper, which was doubtless compounded by the fact that I could see, in the dim light, that his attentions to me had not left him entirely unmoved. Still dazed, I reached out a hand to cup him through his trousers and no sooner had I brushed him than he batted me away.


    "You are not thinking clearly!" He opened the door, sprang out and, after a brief word to the impatient cabman, leaned back in to address me in a low voice. "I will settle the fare. Get in the house, and for the love of Heaven do not let yourself be seen by any passers-by or by Mrs. Hudson. After one look at your face, even the most innocent person would not have any delusions about what you have just been doing."


    As usual, he was absolutely right, but even the sudden realisation that we had almost been caught in a rather compromising position did not help greatly in dampening my ardour.


    Clumsily, I hurried into the house, ascended our stairs and made straight for his bedroom. My own would perhaps have been more advisable, being farther from our landlady's quarters on the ground floor, but I could not wait even the few minutes it would take to get there. I heard his footsteps pounding on the stairs a few minutes later, by which point I had made an excellent start at disrobing, and the next instant he was in his room. He locked the door and turned to face me, the gleam of devilment back in his eyes.


    An instant later he was in my arms and kissing me fervently. I wasted no time caressing him, or stroking over the lean form that aroused me so much. I moved straight for his trouser buttons and belt buckle, and groaned loudly when his hands slipped below the waistband of my loosened trousers. He traced long fingers between my buttocks, and when I felt him nudge delicately against the cause of my torment for the last fifteen minutes, I thrust my own hand down the front of his trousers and grabbed his erection.


    "Now," I said desperately, incapable of elaboration.


    "A moment," he requested, hurriedly loosening his waistcoat and shirt buttons. "Let me just–"


    I am embarrassed to say that I practically dragged the poor man over to his own bed by his open shirtfront, and kept a firm grip on him with one hand while I rummaged in his bedside table with the other. Quite why I felt obliged to hold on to him throughout I am not sure – the odds of him disappearing elsewhere at that moment were vanishingly small – but I think it excusable if I say I was not thinking clearly.


    I tore open his trousers and thrust my hand into his underclothes, my palm slick with the contents of the pot of Vaseline.


    "John!" Holmes grabbed at my wrist. "Easy, slow down, at least let me remove my–"


    "Now," I repeated, pushing his trousers down around his thighs and slicking his cock, "please, now, I cannot wait any longer."


    Finally he acquiesced. Shrugging off only his overcoat and jacket, he pushed me down onto the bed. I rolled onto my stomach and spread my legs, my muscles twitching and jumping in anticipation as he knelt between them. He tugged at my hips, encouraging me to get up onto my knees, and crowded closer when I readily complied. I felt the rough scratch of the wool of his trousers on my inner thighs, and then a slow wave of pleasure rolled up my spine as he gently eased the plug free of me. A scant few seconds later I felt the tip of him pressing against me, and we both moaned simultaneously as he slid into me, a long steady movement that left me with my head hanging down between my braced arms, panting for air and battling ferociously with the urge to sob aloud in relief.


    He flexed against me, and let himself slide free before gently pushing back into me. When he repeated the same agonisingly slow movement, it was enough to make me raise my head.


    "For God's sake, Sherlock," I hissed at him, "haven't you teased me enough this evening? What do I have to say for you to—ah!"


    He had taken me at my word. Kneeing my thighs further apart, he had shoved into me harder than before, and at my enthusiastic response his fingers tightened on my hips and he began to pleasure me in earnest.


    After a few hard thrusts my arms gave out and I fell forward onto my elbows. This had the fortunate side-effect of allowing him to sink deeper into me, and loosened my vocal inhibitions as the tip of him nudged more forcefully against my prostate and sent desire arcing through me.


    Letting go of my hips, he planted his hands firmly either side of my ribs and leaned forward, rather awkwardly, to kiss the nape of my neck before he groaned breathlessly in my ear. Underneath him, I twisted gracelessly, but before I could turn my head enough to reciprocate, he had reared back and his fingers were digging into my hip bones once more. When I glanced over my shoulder at him, I saw his gaze directed down, to where our bodies were joined. The knowledge that he was not only looking, but watching with undisguised appreciation where I was so blatantly displayed for him, was the last straw.


    I did not have a hand free to touch myself – one arm was holding a pillow to my face, in which I was muffling my passionate cries, while the other hand was braced against the headboard to stop myself shifting up the bed with Holmes's vigorous movements, which by this point were rattling the bed frame and making the headboard thump against the wall in a steady, unmistakable rhythm. It was all I could do to lift my sweat-dampened face from the pillow and gasp a single-word plea to him, but bless the man, for he understood me nevertheless.


    He stretched a hand around and took my cock in his fist, stroking me tightly as he pounded into me. It took only a few moments and then finally, at long last, after what had felt like an unending evening of torture, I felt my desire peak and I was coming, my entire body convulsing and my screams fortunately stifled by the fat feather pillow in which I had buried my mouth.


    Gradually the waves of intense sensation ebbed and faded, leaving me flushed and gasping, and my heart hammering against my ribs. Holmes was still buried in me, and moving with a force that told me he had not yet reached his own finish, but the small noises that had begun to escape from him told me that it would not be long.


    I stretched a little beneath him, closing my eyes and luxuriating in the sensually decadent feeling of being buggered while the last fading ripples of orgasm chased themselves through my body. Each thrust of his length into me sent maddening spasms of pleasure up my spine, along my thighs, deep into my groin, and even caused the hairs to stand up on the back of my neck. In another few minutes the stimulation would be too much and would tip over the edge into discomfort, but I could not bring myself to care, for I could feel Holmes's grip clamping down on my skin and his voice repeating my name in a fervent tone.


    Very faintly, I felt him twitch inside me as he finished, a strangled moan escaping past his gritted teeth. I held myself up for as long as I could while he continued to rock into me gently, wringing the last fading pulses of sensation from his body, and when I heard his desperate panting change to longer gasping breaths, I allowed my shoulders to buckle and I sank down onto the bed. My back was slick with sweat, my muscles quivered as though I had just finished a rugby match, and my face was half-smothered in Holmes's pillow, but such considerations could not detract from the pleasurable lethargy twining through me. The scent of his soap and the pomade he used to tame his hair filled my nose, and I opened eyes I did not remember closing when I felt him sprawl next to me.


    He looked entirely debauched – his trousers were still bunched around his thighs, and the fluttering halves of his open shirt-front revealed the hectic flush spread across his chest.


    "Good God, man," he muttered unsteadily.


    "It is entirely your fault," I yawned, my eyes sliding shut against my will, despite the alluring vision in front of me, "it was your idea."


    "Yes, I suppose it was."


    The bed shifted as he roused himself enough to remove the rest of his clothes, and then he was pulling me into his arms, his long form settling itself against me as he encouraged me to find a more comfortable position for sleep than face-down with my head twisted at an awkward angle.


    "Tell me ... when did you learn to speak Italian?" I breathed into his neck. I was utterly spent but unwilling to sleep just yet, and now seemed an opportune moment to fulfil the promise I had made myself. For when he had so easily deciphered the warning sent by Gennaro Lucca I had decided that I would have more information on this capability, as it was a skill I never knew he possessed. His fingers carded gently through my hair.


    "During my years away from London, I wandered quite extensively throughout the Continent. I had rudimentary Italian before, of course, but there is nothing like living in a country for several months to improve your command of the language."


    We did not often speak of the years following his supposed death. It was a series of painful memories for us both, and I had no wish to bring it up now, so instead I requested, "Say something in Italian."


    His surprised laugh shook his chest where it was pressed against mine. "What would you like to hear?"


    "Anything," I murmured sleepily. "Just tell me something."


    "Ti amo," he whispered.


    This was close enough to the French that he sometimes used in passionate moments that I could guess the meaning, and I smiled contentedly as my fingers traced the delicate lines of his shoulder blades. He kissed my forehead and pulled a blanket over us as he continued.


    "Mi hai incuriosito fin dal primo momento in cui ti ho incontrato. Sei l'uomo migliore che io abbia mai incontrato. Il mio unico desiderio è di passare il resto dei miei giorni in tua compagnia, cuore mio."


    Beautiful though the syllables sounded, rippling fluidly from his lips, I did not understand a word of it. But as I surrendered at last to sleep and felt his thumb smoothing my hair back from my forehead, my last thought was that I could probably deduce his intentions all the same.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    THE ADVENTURE OF THE THING FROM WHITECHAPEL


    


    I feel I can safely say that the list that I compiled concerning Sherlock Holmes, in the early days of our acquaintance, has now become somewhat famous, if not infamous. It has certainly achieved notoriety at 221B Baker Street; after it appeared in The Strand it was several weeks before Holmes exhausted his store of sarcastic comments and I heard the end of it from my friend. However, in this private memoir composed only for myself, and liable to be incinerated upon completion, I feel I can be more detailed in my observations upon the man. Additionally, as I am determined to keep nothing back from these pages, I am forced to admit that the events I describe here were so very unexpected and yet so crucial to my relationship with Holmes that I cannot resist the temptation to go over them once more in writing, as I have done so often in my mind.


    To resume – had I waited a short while longer before making 'That List' (with which scathing term it is always referred to by its object), I would have been able to state conclusively that Sherlock Holmes rarely eats breakfast. As far as I have observed, he prefers to start the day with only a cup of devilishly strong coffee, unless I am able to persuade him to join me at the breakfast table by means of bribery or threats. As a doctor, I have always had a wide variety of dire medical warnings available to me, but since the recent change in our relationship I have found, with gratified amusement, that I now have a whole new range of bribery material at my disposal, beyond previous offers to refrain from complaining about the state of our sitting-room.


    Holmes claims that in the new century increasing numbers of people will adopt such habits, but as a medical man I cannot believe that this diet is more healthful than a hearty breakfast every morning. Indeed, since our relationship took on a new and most welcome aspect, and my nocturnal activities are consequently increased, I find that now more than ever do I consider my morning repast to be the most important one of my day.


    The increased intimacy between us was still a new and fragile thing, as complex and delicately-balanced as a dew-hung spider's web and I dared not examine it too closely, lest it prove just as transient. I think it would not be a staggering revelation to anyone if I say that Sherlock Holmes is an intensely private person, indeed I may be accused of grossest understatement. I lived with him for several years before I learned of the existence of his brother, so I took it as no great surprise that although I had known his body more intimately these past few months, his mind was as much of a closed book to me as ever.


    So it was that I still knew almost nothing of Holmes's past romantic experiences. However, while I knew nothing of their number, I suspected they had not been very varied. He was far from being a naïf that much was evident, yet he sometimes betrayed uncertainty with particular actions, or at certain moments in our encounters. No, let me be more precise, since the only eyes ever to skim these words will be my own, and this document will be destroyed immediately upon completion. Our dealings with Charles Augustus Milverton have clearly shown me the abject folly of leaving such incriminating evidence intact.


    Holmes liked it well enough when I took him in my mouth, and he reciprocated with an ardour and skill that often left me striving not to think of all his previous bed partners with whom he had clearly performed this act. However, whenever I touched his buttocks, as I often did to pull our groins into closer contact when engaged in ... well, during more intimate moments, he would hesitate. Furthermore, he himself had never initiated such contact with me. On one occasion, returning home from an evening at my club where brandy had made me daring, I took him in my mouth and brushed my fingers down between his legs and back. He had tensed below me, I removed my fingers and neither of us ever referred to the incident again.


    Needless to say, all these indicators of hesitation and uncertainty were quickly suppressed and would have been imperceptible to anyone who had not spent the last few years observing him as I had, but they were there, nevertheless. I was thus forced to conclude that this particular activity was not to his liking, although it was whether from inexperience or disappointing results upon previous encounters I had not determined, and I am embarrassed to write that I spent a not inconsiderable amount of time musing on this.


    * * * *


    One evening last week, on a bitterly cold winter's night, I had agreed to join some friends from my university days for an evening in a public house. They were in town for a week and, while being a raucous crowd with whom I no longer felt I had very much in common, they had the twin advantages of being both charitable enough to invite an old acquaintance and presenting an excellent excuse to get out of Baker Street for an evening. Holmes had been much preoccupied with a case lately, and I was growing heartily sick of waiting by the fire for him every evening like a domestic housewife.


    Holmes had declined my invitation to join us; he was not a naturally sociable person and so I took no offence from his refusal, which I had already anticipated, and did not press the matter. As I was smoking a cigarette in our sitting-room before leaving, a down-at-heel young workman entered, nodded at me and fell upon the remains of the cold supper that Mrs. Hudson had brought up an hour ago. Having seen Holmes leave our rooms in exactly the same get-up that morning, I was not unduly perturbed by the sudden appearance of this disreputable character, but I did watch in some amusement as he simultaneously turned out the contents of his pockets onto the sideboard, examined the afternoon's post and cleaned the table of food as thoroughly as, I daresay better than, the Biblical plague of locusts. When he was finished I had expected him to collapse into an armchair and tell me about his day, but instead he paced our rooms restlessly, a cup of tea cradled in one hand. There was something odd about his agitation, and so although I well knew that wild horses could not extract information from him before he was ready to divulge it, I nonetheless queried, "Holmes, is everything quite all right?"


    "Why yes, perfectly fine."


    But he would not meet my eyes, continuing to stand at the window looking down at the street with one hand drumming gently against the window frame. Clearly everything was not fine, but with his head turned away from me I could not see his expression. What I could see, with dizzying clarity, was the long line of tendons in his neck as they disappeared beneath the worn, unbuttoned shirt collar, the point in the hollow of his jaw where his pulse fluttered, and the narrow wrist exposed by the cuff that had fallen back from the arm now braced on the window frame. I felt a stirring of interest in my loins and hastily stood up, crushing my cigarette out and throwing the end into the grate. I reached determinedly for my suddenly ebbing will-power and told myself that I had best gather my things to leave, otherwise I would be late.


    "You look particularly splendid this evening, Watson."


    At my movement Holmes had turned from his contemplation of the London streets (ever fascinating, I grant, but hardly warranting such minute inspection at that moment) to myself and was looking me over with undisguised appreciation, which flickered into amusement as I felt my face flush in response. He approached me, brushed a piece of non-existent lint off my shoulder, and kissed me suddenly and forcefully. I responded instantly, opening my mouth to him, and when he pulled away a few breathless minutes later, the desultory invitation from my old colleagues suddenly seemed more tenuous than ever.


    "Would you like me to stay?" I asked, my voice rasping slightly.


    "Not for the world, my dear fellow." He smiled at me. He had brought a hand up to the side of my face and now his thumb caressed my flushed mouth. "I am afraid I have been neglecting you shamefully this week, and you must surely be bored out of your wits by now. But I would like you to recall that you are spoken for, when you receive invitations from numerous ladies and green-carnationed young dandies this evening. I've half a mind to come along to defend your honour, you know."


    I could not keep a foolish smile from my face as he went into his bedroom and I moved towards the door to leave our sitting-room. However, on my way I happened to glance at the collection of objects that Holmes had extracted from his pockets. Among the peculiar assortment was a package loosely wrapped in soft cloth, about 6 inches in length and an inch or two in diameter. The approximate dimensions, in fact of a syringe or a bottle of cocaine solution. It had been some time since I had seen the red morocco case whose appearance I dreaded so much, but my suspicions were naturally aroused. As was my curiosity, for while I have written that the dimensions were approximately those of a syringe, it was only approximately and therein lay the puzzle. What in the world could Holmes have picked up that bore such a close resemblance to one of the instruments of his self-poisoning and, more importantly, what new and potentially life-threatening course of action was he planning now? Surely if it was something very private of whose existence I was not meant to know then he would not have left it lying upon the sideboard – Sherlock Holmes may be the most untidy man in London but he is also one of the most intelligent.


    But I must stop trying to excuse my actions, for to whom exactly am I justifying myself if, as I plan, I am the only person to read this sequence of events? Suffice to say that anything to do with Holmes intrigued me long before I began to acknowledge that I desired him, and so it was with this persistent curiosity – some might say obsession – about the man that I flicked open the cloth to reveal a most peculiar object. It was long and narrow, with a curved tip and a peculiar series of ripples and contours. The material I guessed to be ivory, as it was cool and smooth against my fingertips. I frowned at it in open puzzlement. The strange shape of it and the material made me think of some tribal carvings from far-off lands that I had seen on my travels, and yet as far as I knew Holmes's current case was a common-place thing with none of that hint of foreign exoticism, which would surely have prompted him to include me in it.


    The sound of Holmes moving about in his bedroom recalled me to my senses. Good heavens, I was prying into the man's personal effects where I had no business being, and he would surely be extremely, and justifiably, annoyed if he caught me red-handed. Flustered, I re-wrapped the strange artefact and hurried up the stairs to my room to finish dressing.


    My curiosity had availed me nothing. In fact, I was so caught up in trying to unravel the small mystery that I was on the corner of Baker Street hailing a hansom cab before I suddenly realised I had dressed and left our rooms without my cigarette case, which my mind's eye could still see on the arm of our settee. Annoyed at myself, I walked briskly back to 221B, darted back into the house and up our stairs, snatched up my cigarette case from the sitting-room and was about to bolt back out of the door when I heard an agonised groan from Holmes's bedroom.


    Visions thronged my mind of some new and terrible drug, or a new solitary experiment along the lines of the Radix pedis diaboli that Holmes had embarked upon. I did not hesitate. I burst into his room, and then stopped abruptly, feeling seven kinds of a fool. Holmes was kneeling on his bed, stark naked, one hand lightly grasping his erection and the other partially hidden from view as his arm snaked around and disappeared behind his body. He shifted on his bed and groaned again as he opened his eyes to look at me.


    My head was in a whirl, but uppermost in my mind was the thought that I really ought to have predicted this, even with my inferior deductive skills that Holmes chided me about. The man craved control, in any and all situations in which he found himself, yet how could he be in control if he had no idea of what to expect? How many times had I seen him pursue his studies single-mindedly when confronted with some new field of research in which his knowledge was lacking, and how, how could I have failed to anticipate his logical course of action after observing his small signs of uncertainty with various acts?


    This chain of reasoning took place in much less time than it takes to tell it, however it was enough time for the faint flush across Holmes's cheekbones to deepen to an unfamiliar darker hue that I instinctively knew to be humiliation. I could not bear to see him embarrassed about his natural curiosity and his ever-present need for control, and so I promptly turned the key in the lock, crossed the room in two strides and grasped his shoulders, feeling their warmth strength under my palms. Whatever acerbic comment was on the tip of his tongue I will never know, as I covered his mouth with my own and kissed him passionately. His lips were slightly dry, and desire made him clumsy, but I thought that I had never seen anything so intensely erotic as the man in front of me. I told him so, when I finally broke away to catch my breath.


    "Really, John–" he began, but I stopped him with another kiss.


    I tore off my evening attire with more haste than I had donned it, and the feel of Holmes's fingers fumbling at my shirt buttons sent another flush of arousal through me. I broke away to pull my shirt off and then, unable to wait even the few seconds it would take to remove my trousers, I pushed him down onto his back against the sheets. He gasped harshly as the sudden change in position moved the object inside him and I drew back, paralysed with fear that I had hurt him before I realised that his noise had been one of pleasure. Positioning myself between his legs I gently eased it out of him, noting the twitch of his erection as I did so, and instantly replaced it with two of my fingers coated liberally from the pot of Vaseline placed upon his bedside table.


    Boldly, I pushed into him, flexing my fingers gently, and soon found the small gland that made him close his eyes and moan softly. My mouth dry, I stared at him hungrily, feasting my eyes upon the beads of sweat at his temples, the flushed skin on his chest, and his erection lying heavily against his taut stomach. I crooked my fingers again, in that most intimate of caresses, and his hips hitched up towards me of their own volition. He grated out my name as a hand flailed in my direction and I caught it in mine, entwining our fingers as I bent my head to pull his cock into my mouth. The taste of him was already strong on my tongue and I was not surprised when, scarcely a minute later, his other hand began carding through my hair and cradling my jaw in a mute warning I knew very well.


    I swallowed as he climaxed, but in truth it was an automatic reaction – most of my attention was centred on the extraordinary new sensation that I could feel him fluttering around my fingers as he convulsed. It was something I had experienced with other men but never with Holmes, and the physical feeling left me aching with a combination of tenderness and desire. When he went limp against the bed, I kissed his softening penis and gently withdrew my fingers but left them just brushing the entrance to his body, unwilling to relinquish this new closeness that had so unexpectedly come about.


    Mutely, he unwound our fingers and pulled me up the bed to lie beside him. He kissed me deeply as I tried to surreptitiously flex some feeling back into the fingers that had been twined with his; our abused poker can attest that Sherlock Holmes is no shrinking damsel and he had been gripping my hand tightly in order to avoid a passionate cry that would surely have brought Mrs. Hudson up the stairs. However, subtlety is a wasted effort around my friend – as he grasped my wrist and brushed his lips over my fingers, a small smile curved the corners of his mouth.


    "My poor Doctor ... the agonies I put you through."


    "Quite right you do. You know very well you have a grip of iron, my dear fellow." I grumbled, but only half-heartedly. It was difficult to sound properly severe, as he had taken the tip of my middle finger into his mouth and was delicately tracing it with tongue and teeth. My arousal, which I had been ignoring in favour of my partner, now made itself felt once more and I struggled to control my breathing when his fingers outlined my length through the trousers I was still wearing.


    "Take these off," he murmured against my wet fingertip. I hastened to comply, dimly aware of him fumbling about on the bedside table. As I lay back down beside him, there were a dozen questions in my head – "Why did you not simply ask me, if you were curious about this act? Where in the world did you acquire the bizarre object that is now reposing on your floor?" – but when his warm, slick fingers closed expertly around me, I was deprived of speech and even of thought.


    * * * *


    Afterwards we lay together on his narrow bed, barely wide enough for two tall men to stretch out on but neither of us willing to move. Holmes had roused himself just enough to pull a blanket over both of us, for the evening was indeed a chill one, but then unusually for him had made no move to get up and reach for his dressing-gown. I lay with my head on his damp shoulder, my eyes closed and one hand still resting on his hip. I had been clutching it fiercely in the peak of my passion and now made a conscious effort to relax my grip, and saw small marks already beginning to form on his beautiful pale skin.


    I had no wish to disturb the peace between us, but I could not stop my mind returning again and again to the scene I had interrupted with my abrupt entry into Holmes's bedroom. However, increased intimacy has likewise increased Holmes's ability to follow my train of thought and break into it, and while I was deciding how best to phrase the question his voice interrupted my thoughts.


    "Whitechapel."


    I lifted my head. "I beg your pardon?" I asked, puzzled.


    "It was in Whitechapel that I obtained that object, and also some advice about the best way to insert it–"


    "Holmes!" I interrupted him, mildly shocked at his bluntness. He raised a sardonic eyebrow at me.


    "That was what you were wondering, was it not?"


    Flustered, I tried to recover my composure. "Well, I admit that I am curious, but I would never have dreamt of forcing a confidence."


    "I know. It is an admirable quality in you. So I am solving your dilemma for you – I obtained it from a shop in a small alleyway in Whitechapel in the disguise you saw earlier, the advice I received was verbal only, so you needn't look at me from under your eyebrows in quite that fashion, and as for why–" here he finally untangled himself, rose from the bed and started to dress.


    "As for why ... my dear man, I am well aware that your sexual encounters span three continents and, as you have demonstrated during our interludes together, both genders. In quite some depth. I imagine that our limited activities of the last few months must seem rather tame to you after your time experiencing the delights of Her Majesty's British Army."


    He now stood by his fireplace, mostly dressed and with his arms folded, presenting several barriers to me. But I was starting to know him better, and knew that this show of distancing himself was precisely that, just a show. I sat up, pulling the blanket over my lap.


    "Holmes..." I asked carefully, "What on earth could have given you the impression that I'm unsatisfied with how things are between us?"


    "Oh, come now," he scoffed. "Surely you have wished to extend our illegal activities beyond the limited range of what we currently get up to. I was merely carrying out some necessary ... research."


    I got out of bed and approached him, bare as the day I was born, while he firmly tied the belt of his dressing-gown.


    "Dearest fellow ... please believe me when I say that these past few months have been among the happiest of my life." I breathed. "I had held you in such high regard and desired you for so long that I could scarcely believe it when I discovered you reciprocated my feelings. You know this is true. So believe me now when I tell you that I really don't care what we get up to; as long as you are my partner for these 'illegal activities' then I am perfectly content."


    By this point I was standing in front of him, grasping his upper arms. He looked away from me, but I could see a faint flush along his cheekbones. I leaned forward to brush a kiss over those lips that can by turns charm and infuriate me, and he caught me when I would have drawn back.


    "What you just did," he murmured against my mouth, "It was staggering. I have never felt anything like that before."


    "It is good to know that I still have some capacity to surprise you," I teased him. "As you have so often surprised me."


    He grinned openly at that. "Well, I have to say that this sort of surprise is infinitely preferable to battling swamp adders or chasing violent criminals across half of London." He cleared his throat, escaping as was his wont from profound displays of emotion. "Now come, Watson. Since you have now well and truly missing your meeting with your old acquaintances, I feel it my duty to make it up to you with my humble skills upon the fiddle. But do get dressed before you leave my bedroom, there's a good chap. We wouldn't want to send Mrs. Hudson into hysterics."


    I snorted at such false modesty applied to his exceptional musical skills as I pulled away to retrieve my scattered clothing. As he left his bedroom and I found my shirt under the bed, I found also the strange object that had precipitated the evening's events. Carefully, I re-wrapped it and placed it on Holmes's bedside table. Listening to the flurry of scales and arpeggios that now emanated from our sitting-room, I thought to myself that it would be a poor thing indeed if London's foremost consulting detective was not intrigued as to further exploration of the possibilities it presented.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    THE ADVENTURE OF THE MISSING HEIR


    


    "The greatest thing a human soul ever does in this world is to see something, and tell what it saw in a plain way. Hundreds of people can talk for one who can think, but thousands can think for one who can see. To see clearly is poetry, prophecy and religion, all in one."


    John Ruskin, 1819 – 1900


    * * * *


    "Watson," Holmes asked me, languidly curling himself still further into the recesses of his armchair, "were you really proposing to dash that rather unpleasant fellow's brains out with our much-abused poker?"


    It was a bright, frosty afternoon in December, and our sitting-room door had only just closed behind a Mr. Steve Dixie, a more or less typical example of the sort of thug with whom Holmes's work brought us into all too frequent contact. The regularity of meeting such characters did not, however, lessen my reaction at hearing their threats, particularly when they were directed at the man who had recently become my lover and the chief joy of my life.


    "Of course I was," I answered, still feeling residual anger running through me and setting the poker back in the rack of fire irons with undue force. "I would be a poor suitor indeed if I were content to stand idly by while you were threatened by that ruffian."


    Holmes turned his face away to look into the fire, but I saw the corner of his mouth curl in an irrepressible smile even as he pointed out, "Since your suit has been successful, my dear chap, I don't believe you can technically be called my suitor any longer."


    Amused, I stifled a grin. It was typical of Holmes's precise nature to correct a fellow on a point of semantics even when on the receiving end of an affectionate declaration; it was one of the things that, I must confess, I found quite ridiculously endearing about him.


    "You're quite right," I agreed blithely, coming to stand before him, my back pleasantly warmed by the fire. "So I suppose that this makes me your spouse."


    Flushing with pleasure, Holmes reached out a hand to draw me down to his lap, and I went willingly. The eighth step on the stairs to our rooms creaked loudly, we were out of sight of passers-by in the street below and, since the capture of the notorious criminal Sebastian Moran, there was a dearth of clients who wanted to rent the house opposite. That last was especially gratifying to me, for it meant that we could permit ourselves the occasional small indiscretion in the middle of our sitting-room.


    Curling long, sensitive fingers around the nape of my neck, Holmes tilted my head down for a kiss. I reciprocated ardently and, after a few minutes of the slow, sensuous glide of his lips and tongue against my own, I was forced to pull back, breathing hard and feeling my trousers begin to grow rather snug. He gazed up at me, his mouth slightly open and his eyes dark and heavy-lidded, as a hand traced my jaw line and began to wander down my shirtfront. I intercepted it before he could begin to tease me and brought it to my lips to press soft kisses to each of his knuckles, scarred from various fistfights and chemical experiments.


    "What did Mr. Dixie want?" I asked, striving for an even tone.


    Holmes smirked at me. "I was wondering when you would ask me. I suspect that that little display of bluster was linked to this."


    With my free hand I took the note he passed me, and as his other hand began to gently massage my leg – for the cold made my old war injury ache abominably, for all that I tried not to show it – I read:


    Dear Mr. Sherlock Holmes


    I have had a succession of strange incidents occur to me in connection with this house, and I should much value your advice. You would find me at home any time to-morrow. The house is within a short walk of the Weald Station. I believe that my late husband, Mortimer Maberley, was one of your early clients.


    Yours faithfully,


    Mary Maberley


    The address was "The Three Gables, Harrow Weald."


    "How intriguing," I said, setting the letter aside.


    Holmes made a small noise of disagreement. "I think it's more likely that an elderly lady has bought a house with a colourful history, and now fancies that every mislaid teaspoon and sudden draught are signs of something more sinister. I wasn't inclined to take it, Stevie's visit notwithstanding. It is sure to be tediously commonplace, and today is hardly a day for gadding about outdoors on wild goose chases. It is absolutely freezing outside."


    It was a fair enough point, but from the way Holmes continued to rub the damaged muscle of my thigh I knew he was thinking of my old injury and the way it pained me in cold weather. He had more tact than to say so, knowing that the fastest way to make me attempt anything was to imply that it was beyond my physical capabilities, but even so I stood decisively.


    "We are not quite in our declining years yet," I said dryly, holding out a hand to him. "The fresh air will be bracing and you have not had a case in three days, which is always a sure harbinger of one of your more noxious chemical experiments."


    Holmes's thin lips quirked in a smile and he consented to bestir himself, letting me pull him out of the chair and nudge him in the direction of his bedroom to don his heavy winter overcoat.


    * * * *


    It was a short train ride to the Weald station, where the stationmaster confirmed Mrs. Maberley's directions and told us that the Three Gables was indeed just a short walk away, so we set off on foot. Though cold, the weather was fine, and the previous night's snowfall had rendered everything a picture in sparkling white.


    "Watson, I think I shall just take your arm," Holmes said, suiting the action to the words. "The road is rather icy, and I would hate to lose my footing."


    I opened my mouth to reply hotly at such a suggestion, for Holmes was as lithe and sure-footed as a cat and I bitterly resented any show of condescension from him towards my physical injuries, however well-meaning. But he smiled mischievously at me and I checked myself. I felt the warm pressure of his arm – linked through mine and pulling me close – and as his gray eyes twinkled down at me from his greater height, I changed my reply.


    "I should, if I were you," I agreed solemnly, ignoring the fact that the bright winter sunshine had begun to melt the worst of the ice. "The footing here is positively treacherous."


    He merely hummed contentedly in agreement, his warm breath tickling my cold ear.


    It was only that spring that Holmes had returned to London and myself, three long and turbulent years following his disappearance in Switzerland, and the exuberance of our reunion had led to confessions of the depth and nature of the affection that each bore for the other, which were swiftly followed by a passionate consummation. A bare month later had found me once more installed in Baker Street, my small practice sold to an astonishingly keen young doctor, with the key difference that my small upstairs bedroom was now my bedroom in name only. I slept every night in Holmes's larger, more comfortable bed, and in his arms. For almost nine months now we had been conducting ourselves like any enamoured pair of newly-weds, albeit in the strictest secrecy, and I was as happy as I could ever remember being in my life.


    After a short walk, we reached the Three Gables. It was a brick and timber villa, standing in its own acre of undeveloped grassland, with three small projections above the upper windows that made a feeble attempt to justify its name. Behind was a grove of melancholy, half-grown pines, and the whole aspect of the place was poor and depressing. None the less, we found the house to be well furnished, and the lady who received us was a most engaging elderly person, who bore every mark of refinement and culture. She was dressed in black that was entirely unrelieved by any touch of colour, and after greetings had been exchanged, Holmes added, "I remember your husband well, madam, though it is some years since he used my services in some trifling matter."


    "Probably you would be more familiar with the name of my son Douglas," she answered.


    Holmes started, and gave her a look of great interest. "Dear me! Are you the mother of Douglas Maberley? What a magnificent creature he is! I know him." Here Holmes checked himself, clearing his throat, and added, "Slightly. But then, all of London knows him. How is he? Where is he now?"


    Holmes had not looked at me, had not given so much as a flicker to betray himself other than that small start, but I had made an extensive study of Sherlock Holmes over the years and the thought instantly formed in my mind that he had perhaps known the 'magnificent' young man in a more intimate sense than his conversation with the man's mother implied. However, neither of us was prepared for Mrs. Maberley's response.


    "Dead, Mr. Holmes, dead! He was attaché at Rome, and he died there of pneumonia last month."


    Holmes's naturally pale complexion seemed to whiten even further, and his lips parted in shock. "I am so sorry. One could not connect death with such a man. I have never known anyone so vitally alive. He lived intensely – every fibre of him!"


    "Too intensely, Mr. Holmes. That was the ruin of him. You remember him as he was – debonair and splendid. You did not see the moody, morose, brooding creature into which he developed. His heart was broken. In a single month I seemed to see my gallant boy turn into a worn-out cynical man."


    "A love affair–" I saw Holmes check himself, and after an infinitesimal pause, venture again, "a woman?"


    "Or a fiend. Well, it was not to talk of my poor lad that I asked you to come, Mr. Holmes."


    "Dr. Watson and I are at your service."


    I glanced at him in some surprise. Naturally, I had not the slightest objection to helping this charming woman, but such a whole-hearted response from Holmes, even before he had heard her story, was a rather abrupt volte-face from that morning's brusque dismissal.


    "There have been some very strange happenings," Mrs. Maberley began. "I have been in this house more than a year now, and as I wished to lead a retired life I have seen little of my neighbours. Three days ago I had a call from a man who said that he was a house agent. He said that this house would exactly suit a client of his, and that if I would part with it money would be no object. It seemed to me very strange as there are several empty houses on the market, which appear to be equally eligible, but naturally I was interested in what he said. I therefore named a price, which was five hundred pounds more than I gave. He at once closed with the offer, but added that his client desired to buy the furniture as well and would I put a price upon it. Some of this furniture is from my old home, and it is, as you see, very good, so that I named a good round sum. To this also he at once agreed. I had always wanted to travel, and the bargain was so good a one that it really seemed that I should be my own mistress for the rest of my life.


    "Yesterday the man arrived with the agreement all drawn out. Luckily I showed it to Mr. Sutro, my lawyer, who lives in Harrow. He said to me, 'This is a very strange document. Are you aware that if you sign it you could not legally take anything out of the house – not even your own private possessions?' When the man came again in the evening I pointed this out, and I said that I meant only to sell the furniture.


    " 'No, no, everything,' said he.


    " 'But my clothes? My jewels?'


    " 'Well, well, some concession might be made for your personal effects. But nothing shall go out of the house unchecked. My client is a very liberal man, but he has his fads and his own way of doing things. It is everything or nothing with him.'


    " 'Then it must be nothing,' said I. And there the matter was left, but the whole thing seemed to me to be so unusual that I thought–"


    Here we had a very extraordinary interruption.


    Holmes raised his hand for silence. Then he strode across the room, flung open the door, and dragged in a great gaunt woman whom he had seized by the shoulder. She entered with ungainly struggle like some huge awkward chicken, torn, squawking, out of its coop.


    "Susan!" Mrs. Maberley exclaimed, shocked. "What is the meaning of this?"


    "Well, ma'am, I was coming in to ask if the visitors were staying for lunch when this man jumped out at me."


    "I have been listening to her for the last five minutes, but did not wish to interrupt your most interesting narrative," Holmes said. "Just a little wheezy, Susan, are you not? You breathe too heavily for that kind of work."


    Susan turned a sulky but amazed face upon her captor. "Who be you, anyhow, and what right have you to be pulling me about like this?"


    "It was merely that I wished to ask a question in your presence. Did you, Mrs. Maberley, mention to anyone that you were going to write to me and consult me?"


    I did not catch the lady's reply, for while Holmes had been interrogating the housekeeper with his habitual acerbic manner, my attention had been caught by a framed photograph on the mantelpiece and I drifted over to examine it.


    I did not need to see the black twist of crepe on the frame to deduce that this must be Douglas Maberley. The photograph had been taken outdoors – in the distance behind the standing figure I recognised the magnificent, towering shape of the Colosseum. In Rome, then, doubtless taken by one of the photographers who made their living taking souvenir photographs for tourists. The young man was dressed in a pale linen suit and a straw boater, one hand on his hip, the other loosely clasping a cane, showing that it was a nod towards style rather than my own more compulsory means of support. He was tall and broad-shouldered, every line of him radiating health and vitality, and Holmes had spoken the truth when he said he was a magnificent creature. He gazed straight at the photographer, a ready smile lighting up his handsome face, and I was forced to admit to myself that in the whole of my extensive, yet necessarily discreet, experiences with other men, I had rarely seen anyone to surpass his physical charms. If Holmes had known this fellow as intimately as I suspected, then they must have made an absurdly striking couple.


    "My son, Douglas." Mrs. Maberley had appeared at my elbow, and she took the picture down from the mantelpiece and invited me to examine it more closely. "Taken in Rome, a year ago."


    "You have my condolences," I said, conscious of the inadequacy of the words. As I searched for better ones, we were interrupted by Holmes. Coming to stand on the other side of me, he glanced at the photograph I held and his hands twitched as though he longed to pluck it from me. Instead he merely asked, "Mrs. Maberley, who had this house before you?"


    "A retired sea captain called Ferguson."


    "Anything remarkable about him?"


    "Not that ever I heard of."


    "I was wondering whether he could have buried something. Of course, when people bury treasure nowadays they do it in the Post-Office bank, or the vaults of Cox and Co., eh Watson? But there are always some lunatics about. It would be a dull world without them." I shot Holmes a sharp glance, for this was hardly the sort of sentiment to express in front of a refined, elderly lady, but he ignored me. "At first I thought of some buried valuable. But why, in that case, should they want your furniture? You don't happen to have a Raphael or a first folio Shakespeare without knowing it?"


    "No, I don't think I have anything rarer than a Crown Derby tea-set."


    "That would hardly justify all this mystery. Besides, why should they not openly state what they want? If they covet your tea-set, they can surely offer a price for it without buying you out, lock, stock, and barrel. No, as I read it, there is something which you do not know that you have, and which you would not give up if you did know."


    "That is how I read it," said I.


    "Dr. Watson agrees, so that settles it."


    "Well, Mr. Holmes, what can it be?"


    "Let us see whether by this purely mental analysis we can get it to a finer point. You have been in this house a year."


    "Nearly two."


    "All the better. During this long period no one wants anything from you. Now suddenly within three or four days you have urgent demands. What would you gather from that?"


    "It can only mean," said I, "that the object, whatever it may be, has only just come into the house."


    "Settled once again," said Holmes. "Now, Mrs. Maberley, has any object just arrived?"


    "No, I have bought nothing new this year."


    "Indeed! That is very remarkable. Well, I think we had best let matters develop a little further until we have clearer data. Is that lawyer of yours a capable man?"


    "Mr. Sutro is most capable."


    "Have you another maid, or was Susan your only servant?"


    "I have a young girl."


    Holmes frowned. "Try and get Sutro to spend a night or two in the house. You might possibly want protection."


    "Against whom?"


    "Who knows? The matter is certainly obscure. If I can't find what they are after, I must approach the matter from the other end and try to get at the principal. Did this house-agent man give any address?"


    "Simply his card and occupation. Haines-Johnson, Auctioneer and Valuer."


    "I don't think we shall find him in the directory. Honest business men don't conceal their place of business. Well, you will let me know any fresh development. I have taken up your case, and you may rely upon it that I shall see it through."


    Holmes's voice sounded oddly serious, as though he were making a solemn vow, and I mused on it as we left the house. As we passed through the hall Holmes's eyes, which missed nothing, lighted upon several trunks and cases, which were piled in a corner. The labels shone out upon them.


    " 'Milano.' 'Lucerne.' These are from Italy."


    "They are poor Douglas's things."


    "You have not unpacked them? How long have you had them?"


    "They arrived last week."


    "But you said – why, surely this might be the missing link. How do we know that there is not something of value there?"


    "There could not possibly be, Mr. Holmes. Poor Douglas had only his pay and a small annuity. What could he have of value?"


    Holmes was lost in thought.


    "Delay no longer, Mrs. Maberley," he said at last. "Have these things taken upstairs to your bedroom. Examine them as soon as possible and see what they contain. I will come tomorrow and hear your report."


    We set off back to the station on foot, and while we walked I examined Holmes as he gazed unseeingly at the winter landscape. Eventually he stirred and spoke, his breath making great plumes in the frosty air.


    "We have the housemaid, Susan, to thank for our visitor this morning."


    "Oh?" I asked, encouragingly.


    "Yes. Mrs. Maberley sends Susan with her letters to the post-box, that much I learned while you were distracted. When she knew that her mistress was writing to me she alerted Barney Stockdale, a villain I have had my eye on for some time, and he sent our guest this morning. But as for who is behind it all, that I cannot yet tell. All Susan would divulge, however involuntarily, was that it was a woman. Someone wants us out of this affair very badly, Watson."


    "I agree," I replied, watching him closely. I did not suppose that he would bring up the topic of Douglas Maberley anywhere except the privacy of our rooms, but I did so want to reassure him that he need not fear my reaction. This was, of course, assuming that my suspicions were correct, but I was fairly confident that they were. Holmes had been so utterly shaken by the news of Douglas's death, even now he still looked rattled, and the fact that he had not been able to stop such emotion from showing on his usually impassive countenance spoke volumes to me.


    Naturally, I did not begrudge him the time he had spent with other lovers before our relationship began, and I was certain that it had indeed been before. Quite apart from the fact that we had barely spent a night apart since his return, I knew that great heart well enough to be certain that once he had pledged himself to someone he would never betray his word. I suspected that it had been during the years he had spent away from London rather than his days at university; the intimacy was most likely recent or else it would not have provoked such a strong reaction.


    It would be unthinkable to broach the subject in public, yet I yearned to reassure him: for all that he was a genius of crime, he was very new to this type of settled, domestic relationship.


    Moments later we were at the station, and a short while after that we were stepping off the train at King's Cross.


    "Where will you go now?" Holmes asked, startling me slightly as he had been silent and lost in his thoughts for the entire train ride.


    "Back to Baker Street for a quick lunch, and then I have my round this afternoon."


    When I had moved back to my old lodgings, there had been a small handful of people who had begged me to keep them on as private patients. I had been flattered by the esteem in which they held my skills and had agreed, and I had to admit that my weekly round was refreshing for the chance to practise my medical skills at something other than patching up the endless cuts and bruises that Holmes accumulated during his work.


    "You are not joining me?" I asked, and Holmes shook his head.


    "I have other business that I must follow up this afternoon, and so I shall see you this evening. You still want to attend the ballet, don't you?"


    "I had completely forgotten about it," I confessed, smiling. "But yes. Shall I see you there, then?"


    "Yes. Tell Mrs. Hudson not to wait supper for me, I don't know what time I'll be back."


    And with an affectionate, discreet squeeze of my forearm, he was gone.


    * * * *


    Later that evening, I sat in a box at Covent Garden and listened to the orchestra tuning their instruments. That evening's performance was Swan Lake, something that I had expressed a fervent desire to see when I first saw the winter programme of the opera house. When I first suggested attending, Holmes had sighed in a put-upon fashion.


    "Tchaikovsky? Really, Watson?"


    "Whyever not?" I asked, bemused. "The man has a gift, you cannot deny it."


    "True, but his work is so ... overly dramatic," Holmes sighed again with just the slightest trace of disdain. "This is the man who wrote the 1812 Overture."


    I stared at him, hardly believing my ears. "Which you dislike. Quite understandably so, since you have such a horror of the dramatic in your own work," I added dryly.


    "Touché!" Holmes grinned at me unexpectedly. "Oh, very well, my boy. If you really wish to go then by all means, purchase the tickets."


    The strains of the first overture had begun when Holmes slipped into the seat beside me, with a whispered apology for his tardiness. The swelling music effectively put an end to any opportunity for conversation for the next couple of hours, and I lost myself in the story unfolding on stage.


    It was only when the haunting, urgent notes of the final scene began that I glanced over at Holmes to find him transfixed. He was biting his lip, his eyes were following every movement of the dancers, but it was not difficult to guess where his thoughts tended, especially with the tale of love and loss being played out on stage below us. I was willing to bet that his thoughts were miles away from the white and silver winter scene and were instead far to the south, under blue Mediterranean skies. I wanted to reach out to him, and encourage him to seek solace in my presence.


    Unable to stop myself, I reached over and touched his wrist gently. He glanced over at me, at the look of concern that I was sure was written across my face, and smiled faintly, covering my hand with his own and pressing it gently. We did not speak during the rest of the performance, although I vowed that when we got home I would raise the subject of Douglas Maberley with Holmes.


    It may be thought impossibly naïve if I say that, even at that moment, I did not entertain the notion that Holmes's feelings for the other man may have been deeper than those of a casual affair. Holmes had declared his love for me in no uncertain terms; he had shown it by dashing across Europe and returning to London, at considerable risk to his own safety, because Mycroft's wires had at last succeeded in reaching him on his wanderings and informing him that I had lost my wife and was once more quite alone in the world.


    That, in addition to dozens of small gestures that he made on a daily basis, convinced me that I had nothing to fear; a man does not go to such lengths for a passing attraction. But my heart ached for Holmes as I watched him trying to accept that one of his old lovers – a young man in the prime of life – was now dead.


    After the heart-rending finale, we stood outside the Opera House, thunderous applause still ringing in our ears, and I faced Holmes.


    "Shall we find a hansom cab, then?" I asked, when he made no move towards the line of cabs waiting outside the Opera House.


    "For you, yes," Holmes answered. "I have one more visit I must make this evening. Alone."


    "Holmes–"


    "I insist, Watson. I need to pay a call on Langdale Pike."


    I knew the name – Langdale Pike was Holmes's human book of reference upon all matters of social scandal. This strange, languid creature spent his waking hours in the bow window of a St. James's Street club and was the receiving station as well as the transmitter for all the gossip of the metropolis. He made, it was said, a four-figure income by the paragraphs, which he contributed every week to the garbage papers, which cater to an inquisitive public. If ever, far down in the turbid depths of London life, there was some strange swirl or eddy, it was marked with automatic exactness by this human dial upon the surface. Holmes discreetly helped Langdale to knowledge, and on occasion was helped in turn.


    No-one was paying us the slightest attention in the general bustle to find a cab and get out of the cold air, but Holmes's voice lowered as he drew me to one side and continued. "Langdale already knows that I am as queer as a nine-bob note, but I would prefer him not to know the same about you. Nor to deduce the exact nature of our relationship, for believe me, he would. I may be a genius at observation and deduction but, when it comes to scandal and intrigue, Langdale Pike is a match even for me."


    The snow had started falling again while we had been watching the ballet, and white flakes were drifting down, as fluffy and weightless as swansdown, and landing on us both. I looked at Holmes, the sharp lines of his formal attire setting off the chiselled, aquiline features that I knew as well as my own. A few flakes had settled in his black hair and, when he met my gaze impassively, I thought that he looked like a snow prince, or an envoy sent from fantastical polar lands, rather than the warm, human creature I knew and loved. I had a fleeting notion that were I to reach out and touch his cheek, I would feel cool marble under my fingertips and not warm flesh.


    However, I was acutely conscious of the people milling past us, and so contented myself with saying merely, "Then I will see you at home."


    "Yes. Most likely tomorrow morning, I imagine. Sleep well, my dear chap."


    His eyes were much softer than his words – a private look of affection that was meant for me alone – and I touched his arm briefly as we parted.


    On my return to Baker Street I went straight to bed, knowing that it was useless to wait up for Holmes. When he was not in his club, Langdale Pike was one of those socialites who think nothing of staying up until dawn, and Heaven only knew when Holmes would return. As I fell asleep, my last thought was of our client, Mrs. Maberley, and a vague wondering as to whether she had followed Holmes's advice and had asked someone to stay at her house.


    I woke briefly when Holmes came to bed, some time in the early hours of the morning. His face and hands were cold as he lay down beside me, still clad in his dress shirt and trousers, and pulled me gently into his arms, trying not to wake me. He buried his face in my hair and I felt his mouth moving as he murmured softly to me. Drifting just below the surface of consciousness, I nuzzled my face into the crook of his neck as I wrapped an arm around his waist. I knew that he would not sleep while his brain was puzzling over a case, but the fact that he had sought my presence touched me deeply.


    * * * *


    The following morning I found Holmes at the breakfast table. Seating myself opposite, I greeted him and, as I was wondering how best to address the subject that had been preying on my mind, Holmes wordlessly passed me a telegram:


    Please come out at once. Client's house burgled in the night. Police in possession.


    Sutro


    "The drama has come to a crisis, and quicker than I had expected," Holmes said gravely. "There is a great driving-power at the back of this business, Watson, which does not surprise me after what I have heard. This Sutro, of course, is her lawyer. I made a mistake, I fear, in not asking you to spend the night on guard. This fellow has clearly proved a broken reed. Well, there is nothing for it but another journey to Harrow Weald."


    During our journey, Holmes had an air of barely-suppressed anticipation that I could well understand. Our adversary had shown their hand; such a desperate measure could only furnish Holmes with further clues as to the culprit, and I had every confidence that they would not elude him for long.


    Moments after we pulled up at the house, Holmes leaped down from the cab and strode inside, leaving me to settle the fare. The place was in uproar – a small group of idlers had assembled at the gate, while a couple of constables were examining the windows and the geranium beds.


    When I entered the main hall, I met a gray old gentleman, who introduced himself as the lawyer, together with a bustling, rubicund inspector who was greeting Holmes as an old friend, much to my amusement.


    "Well, Mr. Holmes, no chance for you in this case, I'm afraid. Just a common, ordinary burglary, and well within the capacity of the poor old police. No experts need apply."


    "I am sure the case is in very good hands," said Holmes silkily, with just the slightest tinge of irony audible only to me. "Merely a common burglary, you say?"


    "Quite so. We know pretty well who the men are and where to find them. It is that gang of Barney Stockdale – they've been seen about here."


    "Excellent! What did they get?"


    "Well, they don't seem to have got much. Mrs. Maberley was chloroformed and the house was – Ah! But here is the lady herself."


    Our friend of yesterday, looking very pale and ill, had entered the room, leaning upon a little maidservant.


    "You gave me good advice, Mr. Holmes," said she, smiling ruefully. "Alas, I did not take it! I did not wish to trouble Mr. Sutro, and so I was unprotected."


    "I only heard of it this morning," the lawyer explained.


    "Mr. Holmes advised me to have some friend in the house. I neglected his advice, and I have paid for it."


    "You look wretchedly ill," said Holmes, showing one of those flashes of compassion that he always later denied. "Perhaps you are hardly equal to telling me what occurred."


    "It is all here," said the inspector officiously, tapping a bulky notebook.


    "Still, if the lady is not too exhausted–"


    "There is really so little to tell." Mrs. Maberley raised herself still further in my esteem by holding up a hand as the inspector opened his mouth again, and continuing. "I have no doubt that wicked Susan had planned an entrance for them. They must have known the house to an inch. I was conscious for a moment of the chloroform rag which was thrust over my mouth, but I have no notion how long I may have been senseless. When I woke, one man was at the bedside and another was rising with a bundle in his hand from among my son's baggage, which was partially opened and littered over the floor. Before he could get away I sprang up and seized him."


    "You took a big risk," said the inspector severely.


    Ignoring this patronising remark, the lady elaborated.


    "I clung to him, but he shook me off, and the other may have struck me, for I can remember no more. Mary the maid heard the noise and began screaming out of the window. That brought the police, but the rascals had got away."


    "What did they take?" Holmes asked.


    "Well, I don't think there is anything of value missing. I am sure there was nothing in my son's trunks."


    "Did the men leave no clue?"


    "There was one sheet of paper which I may have torn from the man that I grasped. It was lying all crumpled on the floor. It is in my son's handwriting."


    "Which means that it is not of much use," interrupted the policeman. "Now if it had been in the burglar's–"


    "Exactly," said Holmes, and I was sure that this time the irony in his voice could not fail to be audible to all. "What rugged common sense! And how very disobliging of the criminal class not to be in the habit of leaving signed communiqués behind them. None the less, I should be curious to see it."


    The inspector drew a folded sheet of foolscap from his pocketbook.


    "I never pass anything, however trifling," said he with some pomposity. "That is my advice to you, Mr. Holmes. In twenty-five years' experience I have learned my lesson. There is always the chance of finger-marks or something."


    At the gentle jostle of my elbow against his ribs, Holmes forbore to comment. Instead, he inspected the sheet of paper and asked, with an air of malicious innocence: "What do you make of it, Inspector?"


    "Seems to be the end of some queer novel, so far as I can see."


    "It may certainly prove to be the end of a queer tale," said Holmes cryptically. "You have noticed the number on the top of the page. It is two hundred and forty-five. Where are the odd two hundred and forty-four pages?"


    "Well, I suppose the burglars got those. Much good may it do them!"


    "It seems a queer thing to break into a house in order to steal such papers as that. Does it suggest anything to you, Inspector?"


    "Yes, sir, it suggests that in their hurry the rascals just grabbed at what came first to hand. I wish them joy of what they got."


    "Why should they go to my son's things?" asked Mrs. Maberley.


    "Well, they found nothing valuable downstairs, so they tried their luck upstairs. That is how I read it. What do you make of it, Mr. Holmes?"


    "I must think it over, Inspector. Come to the window, Watson."


    He drew me away with a hand on my elbow, and I caught the faintest of impatient sighs at the slow, plodding self-importance of the village police inspector.


    "Mediocrity knows nothing higher than itself," I breathed to him, too softly to be heard by the small knot of people standing behind us, "but talent instantly recognises genius."


    Holmes smiled gratefully at me. "Watson, you flatter me far too much, but I will admit that that narrow-minded inspector is intolerable. I believe I actually miss Lestrade and Gregson, although I wouldn't have them know it for the world."


    Then, as we stood together, Holmes read over the fragment of paper. It began in the middle of a sentence and ran like this:


    ". . . face bled considerably from the cuts and blows, but it was nothing to the bleeding of his heart as he saw that lovely face, the face for which he had been prepared to sacrifice his very life, looking out at his agony and humiliation. She smiled – yes, by Heaven! she smiled, like the heartless fiend she was, as he looked up at her. It was at that moment that love died and hate was born. Man must live for something. If it is not for your embrace, my lady, then it shall surely be for your undoing and my complete revenge."


    "Queer grammar!" said Holmes with a smile as he handed the paper back to the inspector. "Did you notice how the 'he' suddenly changed to 'my'? The writer was so carried away by his own story that he imagined himself at the supreme moment to be the hero."


    "It seemed mighty poor stuff," said the inspector as he replaced it in his book with a dismissive air. "What! Are you off already, Mr. Holmes?"


    "I don't think there is anything more for me to do now that the case is in such capable hands." Holmes's tone was as dry as the Sahara, but as he turned back to Mrs. Maberley his attitude became one of gentle solicitude. "By the way, Mrs. Maberley, did you say you wished to travel?"


    The lady smiled. "It has always been my dream, Mr. Holmes."


    "Where would you like to go – Cairo, Madeira, the Riviera?" Holmes's voice was quiet yet insistent, as though he were urging her to dream large, and then larger still.


    "Oh, if I had the money I would go round the world."


    "Quite so. Round the world." Holmes smiled enigmatically but, to one who knew him as I did, it was clear that a sea-change had come over him: somehow he had tied up the last loose ends and found the solution to the mystery. "Well, good morning, Mrs. Maberley. I trust that you will feel better soon. I will drop you a line in the evening, when I hope that I will be able to set your mind completely at rest."


    * * * *


    "Now, Watson, we are at the last lap of our little journey," said Holmes when we were back in the roar of central London once more. "I think we had best clear the matter up at once, and it would be well that you should come with me, for it is safer to have a witness when you are dealing with such a lady as Isadora Klein."


    We had taken a cab and were speeding to an address in Grosvenor Square through the brown slush that was the swift fate of any snow to fall on this dirty city. Holmes had been sunk in thought, but he roused himself suddenly.


    "By the way, Watson, I suppose you see it all clearly?"


    I had to confess that I did not, but gamely said that I supposed that we were going to see the lady to whom Susan had referred the previous morning, the lady who was behind all this.


    Holmes looked as though he were barely suppressing a scathing comment at my failure to draw the correct conclusions from available facts, but contented himself with a brief explanation.


    "Isadora Klein is, of course, a celebrated beauty. There was never a woman to touch her. She is pure Spanish, the real blood of the masterful Conquistadors, and her people have been leaders in Pernambuco for generations. She married the aged German sugar king, Klein, and presently found herself the richest as well as the loveliest widow upon earth. Then there was an interval of adventure when she pleased her own tastes. She had several lovers, and Douglas Maberley, one of the most striking men in Rome, was one of them. It was by all accounts more than an adventure with him. He was not a society butterfly but a man who gave and expected all. But she is the 'belle dame sans merci' of fiction. When her caprice is satisfied the matter is ended, and if the other party in the matter can't take her word for it she knows how to bring it home to him."


    "Then that was his own story–"


    "Ah! You are piecing it together now. I hear that she is about to marry the young Duke of Lomond, who might almost be her son. His Grace's ma might overlook the age, but a big scandal would be a different matter, so it is imperative that– Ah! Here we are."


    It was one of the finest corner-houses of the West End. A machine-like footman took up our cards and returned with word that the lady was not at home.


    "Then we shall wait until she is," said Holmes cheerfully.


    The machine broke down.


    "Not at home means not at home to you," said the footman.


    "Good," Holmes answered. "That means that we shall not have to wait. Kindly give this note to your mistress."


    He scribbled three or four words upon a sheet of his notebook, folded it, and handed it to the man.


    "What did you say, Holmes?" I asked.


    "I simply wrote: 'Shall it be the police, then?' I think that should pass us in."


    It did – with amazing celerity.


    The rest of the story is easily told.


    As Holmes had suspected since his meeting with Langdale Pike last night, it was indeed Isadora Klein who had hired Barney's Stockdale's gang to break into Mrs. Maberley's house. She had had a brief affair with Douglas Maberley and, when it ended, he had written a manuscript that clearly depicted himself as the injured party and left little doubt as to the identity of the beautiful, heartless woman who had cast him off. In an unusual display of cruelty, he had sent one copy of the manuscript to her and kept one for himself, with the intention of submitting it to a publisher when he arrived back in England. As Holmes had been on the point of telling me in the cab, the publication of such a novel would have caused a dreadful scandal and rendered the lady's forthcoming, highly advantageous, marriage impossible.


    When the tale was told, and she had shown us that the manuscript was well and truly burned to a cinder in her fireplace, Holmes had shrugged before coolly requesting a cheque for five thousand pounds from her. My eyes widened at the sum he named, for all that I agreed wholeheartedly that Mrs. Maberley deserved a first-class trip around the world after all she had undergone. Isadora Klein merely regarded Holmes for a long moment before walking to her desk and retrieving her cheque book.


    Whether or not she knew that Douglas had engaged in a liaison with Holmes immediately before she began her affair with him, she did not say. In truth, it did not matter very much. Holmes had only to summon the police and present his evidence and chain of deductions for the lady to be ruined, and she clearly preferred to settle the matter quietly and discreetly.


    Once the footman had shown us out, his mechanical impassivity firmly in place once more, we stood on the street and Holmes carefully placed the cheque in his inside coat pocket.


    "Yet another journey to the Three Gables for me today," he said, making a wry face. "Rather tiresome, but I suppose it cannot be helped; I shall be happier when this cheque is safely in Mrs. Maberley's hands and when she knows that she has nothing more to fear from unknown intruders. Will you join me?"


    I shook my head. While it would have been lovely to see the expression on the lady's face when she learned that she could do what she had always dreamed of, yesterday's crisp brightness had given way to an icy rain that was chilling me to the bone and making my old wound throb painfully. On my calendar that morning I had noticed that it was the day of the winter solstice; our interview with Isadora Klein had lasted longer than I had thought and the damp winter sunlight was already beginning to dim, making me think longingly of a cup of tea and a roaring fire to ease the tightness in my thigh.


    "No," I answered. "I think I shall return home, what with–" I gestured awkwardly at my leg, although I was sure that my lopsided posture spoke volumes to Holmes, "one thing and another." Privately, I also thought that Holmes might perhaps benefit from some solitude once the case was closed, in order to reflect on all the startling revelations we had received, but I did not say so.


    "Of course," Holmes said, touching my arm, his face a picture of restrained sympathy. "Today is certainly living up to the worst stereotypes of English weather. Go home and enjoy a good blaze and think kindly of me, making the journey back out to Harrow Weald in this rain."


    I did as he suggested. I went back to our rooms and stretched out my legs towards the fire, sternly quashing my feelings of frustration and revulsion towards the gnarled flesh on my thigh that meant I was not the man I had once been. It was a useless waste of time to regret the past, as Holmes would tell me, and had I not been injured then I might never have come to London and met the extraordinary man with whom I now shared my life.


    I spent a large part of the afternoon and evening writing up my notes on the case of the Three Gables and was optimistic that, with a few judicious alterations, it might one day be publishable without throwing undue suspicion on Holmes or myself. I retired earlier than usual – an afternoon by the fire having made me lethargic – and did not bother to don my nightshirt. The lazy kisses in the armchair before the fire seemed much longer ago than merely the morning of the previous day; Holmes had barely touched me since then and I quietly yearned, body and soul, for his embrace.


    A muffled noise from the sitting-room stirred me into wakefulness sometime later. My pocket watch on the night stand told me that it was a little after midnight, and I curled beneath the blankets and closed my eyes again, thinking that it could not be long before Holmes came to join me. I must have dozed off, for the next thing I knew was the muffled chime of the small clock on the mantelpiece of our sitting-room as it struck one. Sighing, I threw back the covers and reached for a dressing-gown. Left to himself, Holmes would remain sunk in his melancholy thoughts until they were succeeded by the inevitable black mood that always followed the successful conclusion of a case, and I could not bear to watch such a thing without trying to avert it.


    In the sitting-room, I found Holmes sitting on our settee with his long, lean legs stretched out towards the fireplace, and his chin sunk upon his chest as he gazed meditatively at the glowing embers.


    "Holmes," I asked gently, "are you coming to bed?"


    "In a moment."


    He had not looked at me as he gave this rather subdued response, and I could not repress my sigh as I said, "You must think me as deaf and blind as your bedpost."


    Then he looked at me, his head jerking up with almost comical speed. I had not wholly intended to voice my thoughts aloud, but now that I had, the only way forward was to brazen it out. Holmes was regarding me with an air that said further explanations were unnecessary, but nevertheless I tightened the belt of my dressing-gown with as much aplomb as I could muster as I continued.


    "I am perfectly well aware that you and Douglas Maberley were rather more than mere acquaintances. What I do not understand is why you have been taking such trouble to keep it from me." As I had been speaking I had crossed the room until I stood before him, looking down into his face, and more gently I said, "I don't resent the fact that you had lovers before me. I am not so naïve as to imagine that a man as attractive as you would have remained celibate until I met you."


    At this he quirked a smile at me, albeit a small one, and reached for me. I sank down to sit astride his thighs, conscious that our positions perfectly replicated those of yesterday morning, and his arm settled around my waist as he replied, "John, despite the fact that I frequently seem to underestimate you, I do in fact have the highest opinion of your intelligence. I knew that you had guessed that Douglas was an old lover."


    "Then it is something else that has been preoccupying you," I said slowly, searching his face. "Perhaps how it ended?" He bit his lip and I knew that I had found my mark. "That's it, isn't it? Whatever was between the pair of you did not end well, and now you feel guilty."


    Sighing, Holmes shrugged in defeat. "I may as well tell you, since you have clearly deduced the essential points on your own. When I met Douglas I had just arrived in Florence after my battle with Moriarty at the Reichenbach Falls. I was exhausted after my mad flight but more than that, I was heart-sick and half-mad with grief." His voice softened and he cupped my face, thumb stroking across my cheekbone. "I had just left you standing on the ledge of the Falls and screaming my name into that dreadful abyss as though you were breaking apart. I had longed so to go down to you but I dared not – it was imperative that everyone should think I was dead, even you, my darling. Furthermore, you had Mary, you were happy, and I was determined to leave you to your new life with your wife and to try to rid myself of my hopeless infatuation with you."


    I captured the hand that was still caressing my face and brought it to my lips, bestowing soft kisses on the long fingers. "Not so hopeless as all that," I teased gently, trying to provoke a smile for he looked distant and lost in the past. It did not work.


    "I did not know when or if I would ever see you again, and every time I thought about it I felt I would lose my mind. Douglas was a ... distraction. He could never replace what I truly wanted, but he occupied my mind for a time. However, I am afraid that I may have been rather brusque with him, particularly at the end."


    I could well imagine this. I had witnessed Holmes's black moods firsthand and knew how short his temper could be at such times. Knowing now that he had loved me, even then, I could only imagine the depths of his despair. I tried to imagine how I would feel if I were forced to leave him, not knowing when or if I would ever see him again. My mind shied away from it, and my hand rose involuntarily to rest against the side of his neck.


    "So there you have it," Holmes said quietly, almost resignedly. "We were lovers, briefly, but I did not conduct myself quite as well as I ought to have done. I did not love him, I could not, and at the time it never occurred to me to wonder if he might have wanted me to–"


    "Stop," I said firmly. "Enough. Such morbid dwelling on the past is not like you at all. If I know you, then I know that you would never have given the young man the impression that you felt more for him than that of a casual affair."


    For Holmes had many faults – arrogance, impatience, a cool detachment that was sometimes almost intolerable – but deceitfulness was not among them.


    "Of course not," he said.


    "Then you are not responsible for whatever choices he made after you parted. To each his own life. What's done is done, and you have nothing to be ashamed of. You are an extraordinary man, Holmes, but even you cannot foresee all ends."


    "Not so very extraordinary, underneath it all," Holmes demurred.


    It was highly uncharacteristic for Holmes to so belittle his own talents, and I caught his chin in my hand, forcing him to meet my gaze as I quoted, " 'The greatest thing a human soul ever does in this world is to see something, and tell what it saw in a plain way. Hundreds of people can talk for one who can think, but thousands can think for one who can see. To see clearly is poetry, prophecy and religion, all in one.' "


    Holmes made a small noise of impatience. "Yes, yes, I have a great mind, but–"


    "And a great heart," I insisted, seizing one of his hands and squeezing it between my own. "And I thank my stars for it every day."


    "John, that is absurdly sentimental," Holmes murmured, something of his usual lightly humorous tone creeping back into his voice.


    "Nevertheless, it is true. It suits us very well to let readers of the Strand think you cold and unfeeling and distant from every other creature on this earth, but I know better."


    I leaned down to kiss him, intending it to be a soft benediction, but his lips caught my own and lingered against them until one kiss blended seamlessly into another and another. Finally he released me and I sat up, my face feeling rather warm and acutely conscious of the strength of his thighs beneath me, and the fact that I was wearing nothing but a rather hastily-tied dressing-gown.


    "John," Holmes murmured huskily, his eyes dark, "are you wearing anything underneath that robe?"


    His hands had found the hem of said garment and his fingers were trailing along my bare calves in a manner that ensured he would soon find out for himself, but even so I sighed, "No" as he reached the backs of my knees and lingered. He gave a little groan at that and leaned forward once more as he kissed me, hard and demanding, coaxing my mouth open to lightly brush his tongue against my teeth. Evidently the past two days had not been easy for him either, for when I reached down to brush my fingers against his trouser front he pulled back and gasped, "I think we ought to retire to our bed chamber."


    "Actually," I said breathlessly, pressing my hand against him more firmly and watching his pulse flutter and leap in his throat, "I was just thinking that it has been rather a long time since we made use of our hearthrug."


    * * * *


    You are still sleeping, dearest, sleeping so deeply that you did not even stir when I slipped out of bed this morning. While I am tempted to think that this must be one of the signs of the coming Apocalypse, I know it is merely the exhaustion of two days' worth of agitation, both physical and emotional. So I have sat down to write the above account for you, to show you that I had already known the position you were in (more or less) and that nothing you do could make me think less of you: you are the best and the wisest man of my acquaintance, and will doubtless remain so for the rest of our lives together.


    I am sure that you recall last night, before the dying fire. How I stripped you bare and went over every inch of you before taking you in my mouth and eventually bringing you to your peak. Doing so aroused me to such a degree that you had barely opened my dressing-gown and taken me in hand before I finished in my turn, for I will freely own that I adore you madly, and being the cause of your pleasure is a dizzying, heady experience. Indeed, Mrs. Hudson mentioned to me at breakfast that she is going out this morning, and so I daresay if you come out to our sitting-room after reading this note, with the charming flush to your cheeks that such expressions of affection always induce, it would take very little to coax me back into our bedchamber to demonstrate once more the depth of my feelings.


    Later, we can sit by our fire and I will watch you attempt to deduce – from the cut of my waistcoat or the way I hold my cigarette or some other equally abstruse indication – what I intend to give you for Christmas. I say 'attempt', for I am certain you will not succeed. Smugness is a most unappealing quality, it is true, but I am convinced that this year I have surpassed myself.


    Our calendar tells me that this morning is the 22nd December, the morning after the longest night of the year. The world turns, and the days will grow longer, and doubtless before the old year is out you will have once more discovered something outré and bizarre enough to fascinate you and stave off your inevitable boredom. But for now, come out to me, and kiss me good morning, and know that for the rest of 1894 and all the years that follow, I am, dear heart,


    Entirely yours,


    J. W.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    THE ADVENTURE OF THE UNEXPECTED DECLARATION


    


    "So what you are telling me," I said, making every effort to sound calm, "is that, after all our time together, you find that you have developed romantic feelings for me ... in short, that you are in love with me?"


    Holmes stood before the hearth, one arm upon the mantelpiece, in the same lecturing posture that he was wont to take up when recounting his trail of deductions in a case, save that in this instance it was a monologue that had shaken my world to its very foundations. And yet it had been delivered with the same detached intellectual tone as though he were elaborating how the depth to which the parsley had sunk into the butter had aided him in deducing who had murdered the Abernetty family in such grotesque circumstances.


    He coolly inspected his fingernails as he replied, "Watson, that is exactly what I wish to tell you. I deduced some time ago that you also have homosexual tendencies, your appreciation of the female sex notwithstanding, not to mention the fact that you are an extraordinarily compassionate man. Therefore I am reasonably sure that you will not cast me off in disgust, nor will you immediately wire to Scotland Yard to expose me. The only question remaining is whether you could feasibly imagine reciprocating such sentiments to your friend, the cold reasoning machine, and judging from your rather thunderstruck expression and silence thus far, I am forced to conclude that you could not. So I will beg you, therefore, to excuse me if I–"


    "Stop!" I exclaimed, as he made to retire. I had been frozen in my seat by pure shock at the idea of my cool and unemotional friend confessing feelings for anyone, least of all my humble self, and by disbelief, for this was not the impassioned declaration of a lover but as calm an announcement as though he were informing me that it was a Wagner night at Covent Garden. Indeed, I should have said calmer, for I knew him to like Wagner's work very much, and he always showed a great enthusiasm for his operas.


    Quickly, I rose from my seat and stood before him, boldly clasping one of his hands between both of my own.


    "My dear fellow, if I have been silent it has been through surprise and happiness – let me assure you that your feelings are most whole-heartedly returned. You are correct regarding my tendencies but it has been almost two years since I have found myself able to be intimate with a man, for I have not been able to stop thinking about you. I am afraid I am completely mad about you."


    Seeing his involuntary smile, I reached up to cup the nape of his neck as I had wanted to do for many months now.


    "My dear Holmes," I breathed, and drew him to me for a kiss. His mouth stayed frozen against my own, and his hands settled lightly, and chastely, on my waist. After a couple of minutes I drew back, a slow foreboding uncoiling in my stomach.


    "This is not what you meant," I said, dismayed. "Forgive me, I beg you, I clearly misunderstood–"


    "No, you did not," said he, catching when I would have drawn back. "You understood me perfectly, but that was not all I wished to say to you. Since you reciprocate my feelings, then I feel obliged to tell you that I fear that you will find me a rather poor partner for I have never ... I have never–"


    "Been with a man?" I finished for him, and smiled. "Do not worry, it is said that physical intimacy it comes more naturally with a man than with a woman."


    "I appreciate the attempt at reassurance, Doctor, but there I fear that you make assumptions that are incorrect."


    The knowledge that I would be his first ever partner in carnal encounters moved me deeply.


    "My dear man, you do me a very great honour by allowing me to be the first person to share this with you. Do not worry yourself over a lack of prior experience; the advantage of being with a man is that you may simply touch me as you would touch yourself and all will be well."


    He squared his shoulders and drew a deep breath as he replied, "There again, Watson, I regret to tell you that you are making assumptions that are unsupported."


    I drew back and stared at him disbelievingly.


    "Do you mean to tell me that you have never mastu–"


    "No."


    "Never? Surely during your adolescence, you must have, even once or twice, tried–"


    "Never."


    "But ... how ... why ... my dear fellow, all this time? Didn't you discuss such things with other chaps your own age? How did you not ... good Lord..."


    His annoyance was born from his embarrassment, and the former was as great as the latter. He drew himself up to his full height as he replied rather frigidly, "I did not have friends of my own age when I was growing up, Watson. After a year or so at boarding school when I was a child, it became evident that I was far ahead of others in my year and my parents elected to engage a series of private tutors for me. Thus I have never had the usual set of experiences that I have since learnt are common to pupils at boarding schools sleeping in communal dormitories. Of course, when I slept, I would sometimes ... that is, it is a medical fact that in adolescent males nocturnal emissions are ... in short, there is no medical reason that would render me unable to function in that manner. I have simply never encountered anyone who could have inspired me to make the attempt, and without a definite idol in mind it has always seemed to me to be a frightfully messy and idiotic way to pass one's time.


    "In short, Doctor, I am well aware that I am a freak of nature, and now I really think that we have said enough upon this humiliating topic for one evening. If you do not wish to pursue carnal relations with someone who is so sadly lacking in knowledge and skills then I shall quite understand."


    He must indeed have found it a humiliating experience to recount such intimate details to me, for he was scarlet with shame by the end of his account and would not meet my eyes. I was heartily regretting my earlier candour in showing my amazement, and I tried to redeem myself by taking his hands and placing another gentle kiss on his lips. This time they moved softly against my own, and I took the opportunity to take his lower lip gently between my own and let my tongue brush it.


    "Holmes," I said softly, "I love you. I have loved you for many months now, and I am more flattered than I can say that I have inspired such feelings in you and given you the desire to explore this part of your nature. I apologise for my earlier clumsiness, and if you would still consider accepting me as your lover then you would make me the happiest of men."


    This slightly florid speech was met with an impatient huff – "Yes, yes, of course I would, may we get on with it now?" – as this time he took the initiative and leaned down to press his mouth against my own.


    For all that he had admitted to never having kissed anyone before, he was a remarkably quick learner, as he is with all things. It was not long before he was scraping his teeth gently along my upper lip and pressing his tongue into my mouth, after I had daringly nudged mine between his lips.


    Not since adolescence had I spent such a long time simply kissing someone with no rush to move to other activities, and it was somehow sweetly innocent. The first time I pressed a kiss onto the side of his neck his head tipped to one side and he murmured breathlessly at me, and when I reached down to cup my hand over his groin he actually startled and looked at me wide-eyed.


    "Is this all right?" I queried softly. He was already fully erect beneath his gray trousers, and as I brushed the heel of my hand ever so gently along his length, he actually looked down at my hand with an endearing air of amazement, as though he had never in all his long career ever seen anything so astounding.


    "Yes," he said eventually, but did not sound entirely convinced. So I removed my hand and opened his shirt to brush my thumbs over his nipples.


    "Oh God," he breathed, involuntarily, watching my hands upon his chest. "In all the research I did, it was never mentioned that that could feel so exquisite..."


    The idea of him perusing medical textbooks for how to pleasure the male body had a devastatingly arousing effect on me even without him demonstrating the fruits of his reading.


    "What else did you learn during your research?" I asked huskily, leaning down to cover one of the small nubs of flesh with my mouth and delighting in the way he stuttered before he could reply articulately.


    "That intercourse between men is usually ... that is, it is facilitated by ... I bought some oil..." he murmured breathlessly.


    I raised my head slowly, hardly believing my ears. Almost incidentally, I brought my hands up to rub my thumbs over his nipples once more, my saliva easing their passage.


    "You bought some oil," I repeated. I slid one thigh between his legs, pressing lightly against the bulge at his groin and he made a small noise as he nodded, his eyes dark.


    "I thought you would want to ... I believe that the usual procedure is to–"


    I cut him off as I kissed him hard. If I had to listen to him breathlessly stammering about what he believed the usual procedure was a single moment longer, I would have quite disappointed him in our first episode together by finishing here and now, standing on our hearth-rug.


    Abruptly he broke away from me and pulled me into his bedroom, locking the door behind us.


    "Here," he said, pressing a small brown bottle into my hand and sinking down to sit upon the edge of his bed as he bent down to remove his socks and boots. "I imagine that the easiest position would be with me face-down on the bed."


    "Holmes," I asked gently, as he removed his shirt in a business-like fashion, "do you want to do this particular act?"


    He did not meet my eyes as he turned his attention to my waistcoat and shirt, and tugged them insistently off my shoulders.


    "It is how it is done," he said finally. "I love you, you love me, we have decided to expand our relations accordingly, therefore this is what one does, is it not?"


    "This is not all that men of our type may do," I said cautiously. "If you will permit me, there is something I would much rather do on our first time together."


    I tactfully did not mention that not only was it our first time together but it was also his first foray into sexual matters, and so leaping directly into the rather explicit realms of sodomy may be a little much even for Holmes, who never does anything by halves. Besides, it was an appallingly romantic thing to admit, but I desperately wanted to hold him in my arms and cradle him as he reached the first orgasm of his life.


    I could not exactly predict what his reaction would be, but I suspected that it would be rather extreme. I tried to remember what I could of my own personal first sexual experience, and could recall only the breathless amazement afterwards at the pleasure that it was possible to find in one's own body.


    During my musings he had sat back on the edge of his bed and was looking up at me trustingly. If he had been anyone else, the proximity of his face to my groin would have prompted me to undo my trousers and wordlessly give him the opportunity to take me in his mouth, if he so desired.


    But he was not just anyone, he was the man I adored and so I leaned down to press a brief kiss to his beautiful mouth before quickly and efficiently divesting us of the rest of our clothes. Swiftly, I piled up the pillows against the head of the bed and sat back against them, half-reclining. I patted the space in between my legs and, looking slightly mystified, Holmes knelt between my legs, facing me. I kissed him again (after so long wondering about the precise texture of his lips, every instant not kissing him now seemed unbearable) and then took his shoulders to turn him round. Eventually I had him positioned as I wanted him – sitting between my legs lying back against me, my stomach pressed to his back and his head resting against my chest, giving my hands free rein to wander over him as I pleased.


    I should say almost as I wanted him, for despite my coaxing he was not actually reclining comfortably back against me but sitting up rather awkwardly and reaching behind himself for my erection. His wrist contorted at an angle that was likely to induce a sprain, and I caught at his hand.


    "Watson, this all feels damnably one-sided," he muttered, sounding uncomfortable as I pressed an open-mouthed kiss to each of his knuckles. "I had thought we would be pleasuring each other simultaneously. Ought I not to be doing something?"


    "You can lie back," I grunted with effort as I finally pulled him back solidly against me and he lay there as rigid as a mannequin, "and let me touch you. Do not think that I will not be deriving any sexual pleasure from this just because you do not have your hands on my penis."


    His long-fingered hands ghosted hesitantly along my thighs as they lay snugly either side of his own legs, which were bent at the knees with his feet planted firmly on the bed.


    "I also think that, all things considered, you could probably call me John now."


    "John..." he tried the name out on his tongue as I buried my face in the side of his neck, making him shiver.


    "Relax," I told him softly, reaching around to cup my hands over the rather bony knees that were pressed firmly together. He squirmed a little as I gently slid my hands between them and eased them apart. He shifted uncomfortably against me, doubtless a reaction to being so exposed, and I slowly let my hands run up his inner thighs, keeping my touch firm so as not to tickle. When I approached his groin, his muscles jerked as though he would clamp his legs closed, and I firmed my grasp.


    "Sherlock," I murmured into his hair, "turn your head. Kiss me."


    His face was flushed, more from embarrassment than arousal at this stage, I was willing to bet, but he complied. Our lips met and he murmured gently as I kissed him, touching his tongue with my own, and his taut spine relaxed fractionally against me. I ran my hands soothingly up and down his legs for some minutes and, when I no longer had to exert pressure to keep his thighs apart and he was lax against my chest, I cupped my hand over his erection. He gasped as it jerked under my palm – for all that his mind was unsure about this act, his body clearly had no reservations – and I curled my fingers around his cock and let it slid gently through my grip once or twice. He pressed back against me, seemingly unsure whether to push into my touch or pull away, but he did make a small disappointed noise when I removed my hand.


    "Patience," I smiled against his mouth. I fumbled blindly for the small bottle of oil he had shoved at me just minutes previously and liberally coated my right hand. When I returned my hand to him and stroked his member more firmly, his mouth left my own as his head fell back onto my shoulder.


    I saw his throat convulse as he swallowed, and I brought my other hand down to cup his sac as his penis slid easily in my grasp. With my thumb, I gently pushed the foreskin over the head of his penis, and allowed it to slip back. Abruptly he moaned, the sudden noise loud in the quiet room, and then jerked his head up, apparently shocked at himself.


    I nuzzled his ear. "Easy ... stop thinking about this, and let yourself feel it."


    Almost wildly he shook his head. "I can't ... I have never..."


    With the hand that was not stroking him tightly, I turned his chin gently and caught his lips for a lazy, sensual kiss.


    "Let me hear you," I breathed against his saliva-wet mouth, "don't fight your reactions."


    I brushed my thumb over the head of his cock again and he could not repress a small noise, half-gasp, half-cry.


    "Good," I praised him, releasing his chin and moving my hand back down to cup his balls and squeeze gently. It was something that most men found pleasurable and Holmes was no exception, if the soft moan and twitch of his erection was anything to go by.


    I had not expected he would last long, if this was his first sexual experience while awake and not dreaming. I remembered my own adolescence, when I spent a disgraceful amount of time lost in erotic musings and the smallest stimulus was enough to bring me off.


    But I had not counted on Holmes's all-encompassing need for control. I had been stroking him for some minutes, long enough for his head to fall back down onto my shoulder and the faint pink of his initial embarrassment to deepen to a hectic flush of arousal along his cheekbones and the bridge of his nose, when his limp form suddenly stiffened and his hand seized my wrist.


    "Wait," he said, sounding suddenly panicked.


    Thinking I had hurt him, I instantly stilled my hand. "What is it? Is everything all right?"


    "Everything is fine," he muttered, sounding embarrassed all over again, "but I could feel ... I nearly ... I could feel myself starting to ... unravel–"


    He sounded annoyed at his failure to articulate, and his muscles were tensing, so I pulled him firmly back against me and kissed him again.


    "That is rather the point," I said eventually, when his grip had loosened around my wrist. "Stop thinking, and enjoy the physical sensations. You are quite safe, I promise you."


    I had meant my words to be reassuring, but he snorted impatiently. "Well of course I am. You are a doctor, my dear chap, you are forbidden by oath to hurt me."


    I began to stroke him once more (his body had lost none of its enthusiasm during our conversation) and was gratified to hear his shaky indrawn breath.


    "I am glad that you realise I would never hurt you," I said conversationally, as his eyelids fluttered closed and his legs fell open a little further, "but you also need to relax into the sensations and stop resisting this. It is something that humanity has been doing for centuries, and there is nothing wrong with losing yourself in pleasure for a few brief minutes."


    The next time I was permitted to stroke him until drops of pleasure were leaking from him, making my grip even slicker on his member, and his hips were starting to rock up into my strokes before he clutched my forearm.


    "Wait," he groaned. Obediently, I slackened my grip, but this time I did not stop my caresses over his straining flesh.


    "Calm down, you're perfectly safe ... please let me do this for you..." I murmured into his ear, and he withdrew his hand from my arm with a resolute air.


    Sliding one arm around his waist, I snugged him to me and whispered loving words in his ear as I tightened my fingers once more. He was nearing his end, although I could see him trying to fight it, and his soft noises of pleasure had taken on a slightly desperate edge when he caught my forearm again.


    "Oh God, John, that feels..."


    "I know," I replied, tightening my arm around his waist and holding him tighter as his head arched back and his heels dug into the bed. He grabbed at my wrist.


    "I can't ... I think I'm–"


    "Do it," I groaned against the side of his head, for his breathless incoherence was almost my undoing, "oh God, Sherlock, do it, let me see you finish–"


    "I...," he stuttered, his hand re-doubling its grip on my wrist with such strength that I knew there would be bruises the next day, "I can't control ... I – Christ! – I don't know how–"


    In all other aspects of our life together, it is Holmes who commands me, and I am happy to serve the man I revere above all others. But I knew, with instinctive, unshakeable clarity, that unless I practically shoved him over his peak this first time, showing him the pleasure that had previously been hidden in his dreams, he would never be able to relinquish his control long enough to get there on his own in future.


    His soft noises had grown into breathless cries as he arched and twisted against the pleasure pounding through him and, almost near my own finish, I pressed my mouth roughly against his ear.


    "I love you," I whispered to him, my heart on my lips. "Let go."


    With a wordless noise that, in a woman, I should almost have called a scream, he finished. His head and shoulders curled away from me as his muscles contracted violently, and his release spurted through my fingers and onto his rigid stomach. He left stripes on his own chest and abdomen, and on my forearm where it was holding him to me. Looking down his body, I took a deep breath in sympathy with him as he struggled desperately for air, and was utterly enchanted to see that he was one of those people whose toes curl involuntarily during the throes of orgasm.


    I gentled him through it, rocking him as his instinct finally took over from his brain and his hips thrust freely up into my strokes, wringing every last drop of pleasure from my touch until his penis began to soften in my grip.


    When his head had finally fallen back upon my shoulder, and he had succeeded in drawing a full breath, I will admit that I did something slightly selfish. My own need was almost painful by that point, and so I released his flesh and thrust my hand between our bodies to touch myself. I gripped my cock hard, my hand wet with Holmes's pleasure, and brought myself off with only half a dozen strokes.


    Holmes gasped softly when he felt my knuckles rubbing against the small of his back, and he shifted to reach around and join his hand to mine. But before he could complete the aborted movement, I had found my peak and was pressing my mouth hard against his shoulder to stifle my own cries, and adding to the hot slickness of sweat along his spine.


    It took me longer than usual to return to myself afterwards, and so it was some little time before I realised that Holmes, instead of the post-coital languor I had been expecting, was rather tense in my arms. I moved my hands in gentle strokes over the taut lines of his chest and stomach, through the evidence of his passion, and queried softly, "Are you all right?"


    His only reply was a nod.


    "You are sure?" I was starting to be slightly concerned. "I did not hurt you?"


    A hoarse laugh was torn from his throat. "No, you did not hurt me."


    He sounded strange and my concern grew. "Turn over."


    "No."


    "Please, Holmes, turn over, let me see you."


    "It is quite unnecessary; I assure you that everything is fine."


    "Then it is of no consequence should you turn over and let me see your face."


    At last he consented to face me, but would not meet my eyes. I saw that his hands were shaking slightly, although the rest of him was held so tense as to make my own shoulders twinge in sympathy, and I gathered him into my arms and kissed the top of his head.


    "Oh my love," I said softly.


    "You must think," his voice drifted up to me, low with self-criticism, "that I am unutterably pathetic. Of all the partners you could have chosen, in all your life, that was surely the most one-sided, least exciting experience you have ever had. I did not even bring you off, for God's sake, you had to do even that yourself."


    I could not restrain a laugh as I tightened my embrace. "Actually, I was thinking that that was possibly the single most erotic experience I have ever had. I had to bring myself off, although I had originally had every intention of waiting for you to recover – you had aroused me to such a degree that I could not wait a single second longer for release."


    The shaking had spread from his hands to his torso, and I delicately refrained from mentioning it as I gathered him tighter still to me.


    "That was possibly the most intense experience of my life," he finally admitted tremulously, almost inaudibly, as one hand stroked my ribs.


    I nuzzled the top of his head. "I have so much to show you," I promised him shakily, "and I feel privileged that you have allowed me to share that with you."


    He was silent for a time, and then he spoke.


    "All the same, it is rather laughable. A man of my age, unable even to–"


    "Really Holmes, stop this."


    My voice was gentler than the words I spoke as I interrupted him. "I will not listen to your self-criticism – I think you are the best and wisest man I have ever known. And," I grinned against his hair, "one of the most attractive. Now that I know your feelings toward me, I don't think that your virtue will be safe in public from me again. And you can certainly rule out spending any of the next twenty-four hours in your clothes – as of this moment I am telling Mrs. Hudson that you have caught a violent cold and are confined to bed tomorrow."


    Holmes made no reply, and I wondered guiltily if I had shocked him. He was very new to this, after all.


    "Of course, you know I am only joking, my dear fellow..."


    "Are you?" He raised his head from my chest, and I saw his eyes gleaming devilishly. "How terribly disappointing. I was rather keen to get started on your proposed ... course of study."


    Feeling irrepressibly light-hearted, I tilted his chin up to me for a kiss and murmured against his lips.


    "Well now, there isn't any time to waste, is there?"


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    THE ADVENTURE OF THE NIGHT VIGIL


    


    In the aftermath of my return from Afghanistan, it took some time for me to acquire the habit of waking naturally rather than being catapulted from my sleep into awareness by the fervent desire to escape the world of blood and terror.


    However, I had one of the most pleasant awakenings of my life to date on an April morning in 1883, when I drifted slowly to consciousness because someone was gently kissing my forehead while repeating my name.


    I stirred and opened my eyes to find Holmes sitting on the edge of my bed, fully dressed, and running his fingers through my hair while he murmured my name.


    When he saw that I was awake, he drew back.


    "I am sorry for the early wake-up call," he said softly, one hand brushing my hair back from my forehead. "I'm afraid that it's the common lot this morning – Mrs. Hudson was awoken early, she retorted upon me, and now here I am to do the same to you."


    "What is it, then? A fire?"


    I was still mostly asleep and it showed, for had I been fully alert then I would have known that Holmes would most certainly not be sitting calmly on my bed and stroking my hair if the house were burning down around our ears.


    Holmes grinned at my ridiculous question, but restrained himself to saying only, "Much as I dislike waking you precipitously, I think I might make an exception in such a case. No, this is a client. It seems that a young lady has arrived in a considerable state of excitement, who insists upon seeing me. She is waiting now in the sitting-room. Now, when young ladies wander about the metropolis at this hour of the morning, and get sleepy people up out of their beds, I presume that it is something very pressing which they have to communicate. Should it prove to be an interesting case, you would, I am sure, wish to follow it from the outset. I thought, at any rate, that I should call you and give you the chance."


    "My dear fellow, I would not miss it for anything," I said, and smothered a yawn with the back of my hand.


    I stretched, growing more alert by the second, and became aware that Holmes's proximity and kisses, chaste though they had been, had inspired a very definite reaction in me.


    I coughed. "I may need a moment to ... well, I may need a moment."


    Holmes frowned at me in puzzlement for a few seconds before looking at the line of my body under the blankets and then, to my surprise and glee, flushed slightly. "Of course. I'll ... perhaps you would like me to leave you to–"


    He had made no move to get up, and I sat up close enough to steal a kiss from him. For all that we had been indulging in our attraction for many weeks now, he still had a moment of surprise each and every time I expressed my longing for him, as though he were not used to considering himself as an object of desire. He leaned readily into my kiss and I drew the moment out – loving the familiar, sleep-warm smell of him – until I could feel him twitching with barely contained impatience.


    I knew him well enough to know that he would never pass up the pleasure of an interesting case in favour of more physical delights, and I knew myself well enough to admit that his passion for his work was one of the things I loved about him; I did not force him to articulate his wish to be downstairs but let him go with a last firm press of lips.


    "Come on, let me up." I nudged him, and he obligingly stood up to let me out of bed.


    I took a moment to splash some water on my face, and the chill woke me up further. I removed a shirt and trousers from my wardrobe, and underclothes from my dressing table, but when I reached over my head to grip the back of nightshirt, I paused. Instead of making his way downstairs, Holmes had lain back down on my bed and was watching me attentively, the devil in his eyes.


    "Should you not be assisting your client?" I hinted broadly, and he smiled at me.


    "I'm waiting for you." His tone was as innocent as his look was wicked, and I leaned down to kiss him firmly before saying: "You must be very well aware that knowing you are watching me strip naked is hardly the best way for me to render myself calm and able to concentrate, you devil."


    He huffed a laugh into my mouth, and stood when I tugged pointedly on his dressing-gown.


    "If you insist..."


    He ran a hand down my side, smoothing the linen against my skin, and I drew a deep breath.


    "I do. Now get out, you incorrigible man. Go and ask Mrs. Hudson for some coffee."


    "You seem to be sorely in need of it," he agreed, walking to the door. "What with dazed queries about whether the house is ablaze."


    My wadded-up nightshirt hit the door just as it closed behind him, and I heard his soft chuckle.


    In truth I had made my request for coffee as much for Holmes's sake as my own. A case immediately prior to this one had necessitated his coming and going at all hours; he had been away for most of last night, and I would have had to be blind not to have noticed the dark circles under his eyes. It would have done him more good to rest than to take on a new case, but I knew very well that the chances of him prioritising his health over a fresh mystery were vanishingly small.


    I sighed a little, thinking of other reasons that might induce Holmes to spend a day without the demands of a case, for it had been several nights since I had had the privilege of sharing his bed and that morning I was feeling every one of them. Holmes was a passionate lover once engaged in an interlude, but this morning's episode had demonstrated quite clearly his usual surprised reaction to my gentle flirtation.


    As I pulled on my clothes, I reflected that this was, after all, fairly new to him. Holmes was by no means inexperienced with other men, but I gathered that such encounters that he had engaged in had been hurried, furtive things; it was not only his behaviour that told me so much, but also the few references he had let fall, on one occasion going so far as to tell me briefly about an affair with a young man he had known at university. He did not give me many particulars before his natural reticence made him fall silent, but I heard enough to realise that it had ended rather badly.


    Whether the unnamed young man had been ashamed of their activities or whether there had been other considerations, I did not know, but it seemed to have left Holmes with a tendency not to consider himself as desirable. That he was attracted to me I had no doubt – as evinced by his kisses that morning – and he certainly had no modesty whatsoever about his mental prowess, but he seemed heartbreakingly surprised every time I complimented him on his physical attributes.


    I had been more fortunate. My first male lover had had a frank, open appreciation of my body that had worked perfectly to ease my initial awkwardness and to teach me that slow, gentle seductions were not something that one did only with women. He had been a most kind and adored instructor, and while he had caught me young, I saw no reason to doubt that I should try to apply his methods to Holmes, whose body, whatever great heights his mind ascended to, was still only nine-and-twenty.


    I hoped that time would erode his reserve. When I touched his arm or the small of his back in passing, or stole a kiss from him in our rooms, I wanted to know he felt the freedom to do the same. Once or twice, I had recently caught him reaching out for me before checking himself, and thus I had reason to anticipate that all that was needed was time.


    The mirror told me that, while I should not like to set foot outside, I was at least presentable enough for our visitor and I ran a hasty hand through my hair as I left my bedroom and descended to our sitting-room.


    As I descended, I heard Holmes climbing the stairs from his visit to Mrs. Hudson, and we met in front of the sitting-room door.


    "Ready?" he asked me and I nodded, muffling a yawn behind my hand. He smiled faintly and I saw his eyes dart to the open collar of my shirt, his fingers twitching as though he wanted to touch, but he only said, "I asked Mrs. Hudson to send up a large pot of coffee," before turning the handle and walking into the room.


    As soon as I saw our new client – for I had no doubt that whatever motivated her to contact us so early would be interesting enough for Holmes to accept her case – my own concerns evaporated.


    She was in a pitiable state of agitation, her face all drawn and bloodless, with restless frightened eyes, like those of some hunted animal. Her features and figure were those of a woman of thirty, but her hair was shot with premature gray, and her expression was weary and haggard. Holmes ran his eyes over her with one of his quick, all-comprehensive glances.


    "You must not fear," said he soothingly, bending forward and patting her forearm. "We shall soon set matters right, I have no doubt. You have come in by train this morning, I see."


    With that, he was utterly absorbed in our new client and her story, almost to the extent of forgetting that I was in the room, and even Mrs. Hudson's arrival with the promised coffee drew barely a murmur of thanks from him.


    I did not mind – I loved watching his brilliant mind at work, and the young lady's tale was a peculiar one by anyone's standards. The mysterious and tragic death of her sister, the strange noises which the young woman claimed to have heard shortly before her death and, looming over the whole affair, the sinister presence of her stepfather.


    For my part, I had already made up my mind to help her even before Holmes took her wrist and gently pushed back the frill of black lace to reveal livid fingerprints, making Miss Stoner colour and cover her wrist again.


    Holmes met my eyes and I did not need to ask what he was thinking.


    "This is a very deep business," he said at last. "There are a thousand details which I should desire to know before I decide upon our course of action. Yet we have not a moment to lose. If we were to come to Stoke Moran to-day, would it be possible for us to see these rooms without the knowledge of your stepfather?"


    The lady replied that it was, and in a few moments more it was settled that we should take the first train out to Stoke Moran after Holmes had concluded some enquiries of his own in town.


    Miss Stoner took her leave, already seeming much lighter of heart, and Holmes leant back in his chair.


    "What do you think of it all, then?" he asked.


    "It seems to me to be a most dark and sinister business."


    "Indeed."


    "Yet if the lady is correct in saying that the flooring and walls are sound, and that the door, window, and chimney are impassable, then her sister must have been undoubtedly alone when she met her mysterious end."


    "True. But consider– What in the name of the devil!"


    The exclamation had been drawn from my companion by the fact that our door had been suddenly dashed open, and that a huge man had framed himself in the aperture. His costume was a peculiar mixture of the professional and of the agricultural, having a black top-hat, a long frock-coat, and a pair of high gaiters, with a hunting-crop swinging in his hand. So tall was he that his hat actually brushed the cross bar of the doorway, and his breadth seemed to span it across from side to side. A large face, seared with a thousand wrinkles, burned yellow with the sun, and marked with every evil passion, was turned from one to the other of us, while his deep-set, bile-shot eyes, and his high, thin, fleshless nose, gave him somewhat the resemblance to a fierce old bird of prey.


    "Which of you is Holmes?" asked the looming figure.


    "My name, sir; but you have the advantage of me," said my companion quietly. I was not fooled by Holmes's restrained tone. I had seen him in a fight, and knew that his quiet way of sizing up an opponent was far more effective than any amount of bluster.


    "I am Dr. Grimesby Roylott, of Stoke Moran."


    "Indeed, Doctor," said Holmes blandly. "Pray take a seat."


    "I will do nothing of the kind. My stepdaughter has been here. I have traced her. What has she been saying to you?"


    "It is a little cold for the time of the year," said Holmes. I bit my lip and tried not to smirk.


    "What has she been saying to you?" screamed the old man furiously.


    "But I have heard that the crocuses promise well," continued my companion imperturbably. I coughed quickly, to smother my laughter. To say that Holmes had little interest in pastoral affairs was an understatement, and Holmes glanced at me with an amused quirk to his lips.


    "Ha! You put me off, do you?" said our new visitor, taking a step forward and shaking his hunting-crop. "I know you, you scoundrel! I have heard of you before. You are Holmes, the meddler."


    My friend smiled.


    "Holmes, the busybody!"


    His smile broadened.


    "Holmes, the Scotland Yard Jack-in-office!"


    Holmes chuckled heartily. "Your conversation is most entertaining," said he. "When you go out close the door, for there is a decided draught."


    "I will go when I have said my say. Don't you dare to meddle with my affairs. I know that Miss Stoner has been here. I traced her! I am a dangerous man to fall foul of! See here!" He stepped swiftly forward, making me start from my chair in an instinctive attempt to protect my friend – though I well knew that he required no such thing from me. However, he only seized the poker, and bent it into a curve with his huge brown hands.


    "See that you keep yourself out of my grip," he snarled and, hurling the twisted poker into the fireplace, he strode out of the room.


    "He seems a very amiable person," said Holmes, laughing. "I am not quite so bulky, but if he had remained I might have shown him that my grip was not much more feeble than his own." As he spoke he picked up the steel poker and, with a sudden effort, straightened it out again.


    I was abruptly reminded of being seven years old, climbing to the top of the apple tree in our garden to pick the biggest, most perfect fruit I could find for the girl next door, with whom I was in love. For in that moment, Holmes reminded me so much of a boy showing off to impress the object of his affections that I almost laughed before I managed to check myself, knowing that he would think I was mocking him. However, I could not quite manage to conceal all of my fond amusement, for he set the implement back in the rack with a clatter and turned away, flustered and self-conscious as a cat that has just been wrong-footed.


    There were no words I knew that would convey to him how unnecessary it was for him to try to impress me. I knew he was self-conscious about my past, that I had a greater number of former lovers than he, that I had travelled extensively overseas and served in the Army, that I was too experienced to want someone for whom the physical would always be secondary. He would never admit it, but I was convinced that Holmes sought, on some level, to demonstrate that he was my equal. I did not require proof of such a proposition; he was, and still is, the most captivating man of my considerable acquaintance, but telling him so would never suffice.


    "Fancy his having the insolence to confound me with the official detective force!" he said, trying to cover up his discomfiture. "This incident gives zest to our investigation, however, and I only trust that our little friend will not suffer from her imprudence in allowing this brute to trace her. And now, Watson, we shall order breakfast, and afterwards I shall walk down to Doctors' Commons, where I hope to get some data which may help us in this matter."


    I readily agreed to his suggestion of breakfast and by the time Mrs. Hudson arrived with the tray, he had turned our conversation to the method by which one may calculate a man's height from his stride, something he had done in the Jefferson Hope case and that I had been curious about ever since.


    I would not have been able to follow him without the aid of Mrs. Hudson's excellent coffee; as it was I acquitted myself fairly well but all the same was relieved when breakfast arrived.


    After we had both eaten – I knew that he must have been famished, for usually once he was engaged in a case he rarely took the trouble to observe regular mealtimes – he departed and I attended to some small business matters of my own.


    It was nearly one o'clock when Sherlock Holmes returned from his excursion. He held in his hand a sheet of blue paper, scrawled over with notes and figures in his characteristic hand.


    "I have seen the will of the deceased wife," said he. "To determine its exact meaning I have been obliged to work out the present prices of the investments with which it is concerned. The total income, which at the time of the wife's death was little short of 1100 pounds, is now, through the fall in agricultural prices, not more than 750 pounds. Each daughter can claim an income of 250 pounds, in case of marriage. It is evident, therefore, that if both girls had married, this beauty would have had a mere pittance, while even one of them would cripple him to a very serious extent. My morning's work has not been wasted, since it has proved that he has the very strongest motives for standing in the way of anything of the sort. And now, Watson, this is too serious for dawdling, especially as the old man is aware that we are interesting ourselves in his affairs; so if you are ready, we shall call a cab and drive to Waterloo. I should be very much obliged if you would slip your revolver into your pocket. An Eley's No. 2 is an excellent argument with gentlemen who can twist steel pokers into knots. That and a tooth-brush are, I think, all that we need."


    "If we are planning to stay overnight then surely I need pyjamas as well, do I not?"


    "Oh," he murmured flirtatiously, "I don't think you need to bother with those."


    And then as I looked at him in astonished silence, he bit his lip and turned away, his ears turning faintly pink.


    * * * *


    Holmes and I were in our sitting-room at the Crown Inn, having just finished a pot of tea and sandwiches preparatory to our night's adventures, when we would return to the house in which Miss Julia Stoner had met her death.


    "Do you know, Watson," said Holmes as we sat together in the gathering darkness, "I have really some scruples as to taking you to-night. There is a distinct element of danger."


    "Can I be of assistance?" I asked, ignoring his laughable notion that I would sit calmly by while he endangered himself.


    "Your presence might be invaluable."


    "Then I shall certainly come."


    "It is very kind of you."


    "You speak of danger. You have evidently seen more in these rooms than was visible to me."


    "No, but I fancy that I may have deduced a little more. I imagine that you saw all that I did."


    "I saw nothing remarkable save the bell-rope, and what purpose that could answer I confess is more than I can imagine."


    "You saw the ventilator, too?"


    "Yes, but I do not think that it is such a very unusual thing to have a small opening between two rooms. It was so small that a rat could hardly pass through."


    "I knew that we should find a ventilator before ever we came to Stoke Moran."


    "My dear Holmes!"


    "Oh, yes, I did. You remember in her statement she said that her sister could smell Dr. Roylott's cigar. Now, of course that suggested at once that there must be a communication between the two rooms. It could only be a small one, or it would have been remarked upon at the coroner's inquiry. I deduced a ventilator."


    "But what harm can there be in that?"


    "Well, there is at least a curious coincidence of dates. A ventilator is made, a cord is hung, and a lady who sleeps in the bed dies. Does not that strike you?"


    "I cannot as yet see any connection."


    "Did you observe anything very peculiar about that bed?"


    "No."


    "It was clamped to the floor. Did you ever see a bed fastened like that before?"


    "I cannot say that I have."


    "The lady could not move her bed. It must always be in the same relative position to the ventilator and to the rope – for so we may call it, since it was clearly never meant for a bell-pull."


    "Holmes," I cried, "I seem to see dimly what you are hinting at. We are only just in time to prevent some subtle and horrible crime."


    "Subtle enough and horrible enough. When a doctor does go wrong he is the first of criminals. He has nerve and he has knowledge. Palmer and Pritchard were among the heads of their profession. This man strikes even deeper, but I think, Watson, that we shall be able to strike deeper still. But we shall have horrors enough before the night is over; for goodness' sake let us have a quiet pipe and turn our minds for a few hours to something more cheerful."


    I could not help myself. My eyes wandered over his lean form, reclining in his chair, and I smiled faintly. In my defence it must be said that I was still in the first phase of infatuation with him, when everything turned my mind to the bedroom.


    From any other man I would have taken that as an invitation, but Holmes could still show himself to be oddly naïve in this area, for all that his knowledge of every shade of human villainy made him otherwise seem old beyond his years.


    He caught my smile and fidgeted.


    "I didn't mean that," he muttered, before visibly realising that this was perhaps not the most tactful thing to say to one's lover and correcting himself. "I mean ... that is to say ... when I'm working, I don't usually–"


    "It's fine." I cut across his stumbling, taking pity on him. "I know. You needn't explain yourself; you forget that I have seen you forgo enough meals to know of your disregard for your body's wants when engaged on a case."


    I smiled at him and his face lightened. I got up to retrieve my book from the small valise I had packed.


    "I am going to lie down with my book for a couple of hours, if we are to be awake most of the night." I paused behind his chair to rest a hand on his shoulder. "Do come and find me if you need to discuss anything, won't you?"


    He gripped my hand briefly and smiled up at me, and I went into the bedroom and half-closed the door.


    I stripped down to my trousers and shirtsleeves, placing my collar and cuffs on the dressing table and tucking my boots neatly beside it. The bed was decently-sized, and I stretched out on it with an appreciative sigh, having slept in enough rough-and-ready Army digs to appreciate good sleeping quarters when I found them.


    


    I was reading Moby Dick and, despite the engaging plot, I had started to drowse and had no idea of how long it had been before I became aware of Holmes leaning quietly against the doorframe.


    I half-raised myself onto one arm. "What is it? Is everything all right?"


    "Yes." His voice was hushed, and he made to withdraw. "I didn't mean to disturb you; go back to sleep."


    "No, I'm..." I shook my head; lying down had left me slightly dazed and drowsy. I held out a hand. "I wasn't asleep."


    "Oh, I beg to differ." He grinned at me and came to stretch out on the bed beside me, lying on his side, head propped up on one hand. I lay back down and rubbed a hand over my face.


    "I didn't want to disturb you," Holmes said softly. "Only look at you."


    In that moment he didn't look at all like the world's only consulting detective, but merely young and oddly innocent.


    "I have told you," I murmured, trailing my fingers through his hair and down the side of his throat, "you may disturb me whenever you like."


    Sliding my hand around to the back of his neck, I drew him down for a kiss and released him only to ask, "Do you have any idea how endearing I find it that you're so shy about this, but you think nothing of striding in to roust me out of bed when there's the prospect of case?"


    "Yes, well. I'm not sure that ... whether you..."


    I kissed him again to spare him having to explain himself. He was new at this, but rather than finding it tedious, it made me feel only fiercely protective. Not that I would ever dare to express such a sentiment aloud, for Holmes would scorn it, and I knew very well that the implication that he needed coddling or careful handling would put his back up.


    I had intended for our kiss to be merely a brief thing, not wanting to make him feel awkward, but his lips parted and clung against my own, and it turned into a second, and a third, until I felt my face heat and my trousers grow snug.


    Holmes moved away to nuzzle at my bare throat, pressing his mouth against the spot that always made my breath catch, and I pushed my fingers into his hair as I spoke.


    "I think that might be enough now." He instantly drew back, looking chastened, until I reached down to adjust the pull of my trousers across my groin and added, "I would prefer not to torment myself by wanting something I can't have, at least for now."


    "Oh."


    He looked flattered, and slid a hand across my chest to pluck at my shirt buttons.


    "I thought you didn't do this when you were on a case," I whispered, and could have kicked myself. But he didn't stop, as I had feared he would. Instead he made a thoughtful noise as he continued to work at my buttons and eventually drew the edges apart to spread his hand flat on my bare chest.


    "I don't, usually," he admitted. "In the past, I've always been too absorbed in the work and, since there wasn't anyone, it was irrelevant. But with you..." he paused, searching for the words, and I was moved to cover his hand with my own. "...you're very distracting."


    Coaxing his head down into another kiss, I murmured, "I'm flattered," before our mouths met again.


    This time I did not stop him, and when his wandering hands drew a small noise of pleasure from me he nudged a thigh between mine and cupped his hand over the bulge in my trousers, making me gasp when he squeezed gently.


    "You see what you do to me," I said. I was attempting to sound teasing, but he had begun rubbing his knuckles firmly along my length and it came out more as a groan.


    "I know," he said roughly, pushing his hand under the waistband of my trousers. "Oh God, I know."


    I lifted my hips to give his hand more room to move, and at the first brush of his fingertips across the head of my cock I groaned again.


    "Holmes, I don't ... this may not be the most advisable place to–"


    He silenced my weak protestations with a kiss, even as my legs parted and my hips tilted upwards, greedy for more of his touch.


    His words tickled my mouth, even as he deftly loosened my trouser buttons. "Can you be quiet?"


    I knew why he asked. The inn was rather small, and the general corridor ran along one side of our room.


    "Yes," I breathed back at him. "But do you really mean to – oh God..."


    He had licked a broad stripe across his palm and reached down to take me in his hand, and kissed me hard when I drew in a sharp breath.


    From our first time together, he had shown himself to be as observant in this as in all other aspects of his life, and in a very short time I was thrusting up into his hand, my body shuddering with my impending release. He had not stopped kissing me, even when I was reduced to gasping for breath against his mouth, and when he felt me start to tremble he sped his hand, muttering encouragement to me.


    I writhed, entirely ready to come and almost too far gone to care about discretion, but I forced myself to speak.


    "Sherlock, I'm almost ... oh Christ, yes, that's it, I'm–"


    With a swift, economical motion, he slid down my body and took me in his mouth, and I grabbed the blankets as I came, my back arching as I shuddered and spent myself.


    He suckled me until I was finished, until even the gentle touch of his mouth was too much, and I reached down to cradle the side of his face. He let me slide out of his mouth and looked up at me, looking like the worst sort of hedonist with his dishevelled hair and bright eyes.


    "Good God, man," I gasped shakily. "Come here."


    He obeyed, looking pleased when he saw how breathless I was, and I pulled him into a kiss. I reached down to cup him through his trousers and he pulled in a deep breath through his nose but did not push my hand away.


    For a long while I merely kissed him, feeling him pressing hard and eager into my palm but conscious that he was still tense and uncertain.


    "I would very much like to touch you, if I may," I said, moving my mouth to his temple and speaking my request against his skin. His hips tilted forwards even as he hesitated.


    "You mustn't think that I did that out of any expectation of reciprocation," he said at last. "I just started kissing you and, well, I just wanted to."


    "I know," I said, rubbing the heel of my hand along his length and nuzzling kisses along his jaw. "I'm entirely familiar with the feeling, I assure you."


    I believe that he was on the verge of acquiescing, when a sudden rap on the door made him leap away from me like a scalded cat.


    "One moment," he called, and I realised with a surge of relief that the knock had been not on our bedroom door but on the door of our small sitting-room.


    Holmes quickly tucked his shirt in, made himself presentable even without a mirror, and left, shutting the bedroom door behind him. I scrambled to pull up my own trousers while cursing myself for being so clearly worked up that even the most naïve observer would be able to tell what I had been doing. I heard the murmur of voices through the door but was unable to make out what they were saying.


    When I judged that our visitor had left and Holmes was once more alone in the room, I entered the sitting-room to find Holmes smiling wryly at me.


    "Nothing of importance," said he, in response to my unasked question. "Merely the new maid mixing up which of the guests had asked for hot water."


    He came to stand in front of me and began to fix all the dozens of small details that I had clearly missed but that had not escaped his keen eye. I looked at him as he twitched my collar straight and re-knotted my cravat to something more closely approaching that morning's neatness. I had not the slightest notion how he managed it, but he bore only the faintest of flushes along his high cheekbones, and his attire merely looked slightly casual, nowhere near as rumpled and dishevelled as I felt.


    Finally he stepped back.


    "There," he said, looking me over. "Much as I enjoy seeing you in such dishabille, dear boy, it would be rather indiscreet to wander about in public in such a state."


    "Thank you." I smiled at him, and then caught one of those long-fingered hands that captivated me so, and planted a brief kiss in the palm. "I believe you are still owed something from me. Do you want to claim it now? Or perhaps you would prefer to wait until we return to Baker Street, and we have all the space and time for you to use me as you will."


    He looked at me with eyes gone dark and liquid, and murmured, "I would rather wait."


    "Very well." I pressed another kiss to the thin, sensitive skin on the inside of his wrist and continued, "I'm not sure how I shall concentrate for the rest of the night with such a prospect before me."


    The corner of his mouth quirked up, in that fashion that said that he could not decide whether to be amused or aroused.


    "I would advise you to make the effort, however" – I noted with delight that his habitual lightly mocking tone was still slightly breathless – "for we are dealing with a most dangerous foe." As he crossed the room to the window, I noticed that the back of his neck was flushed and I grinned to myself. "And look!"


    Obediently, I crossed the room to stand at his side as he pointed towards Stoke Moran and spoke. "That is Miss Stoner's lamp, if I am not mistaken, and so we had best be off."


    * * * *


    I shall never forget that night. The silent vigil we kept in Miss Stoner's room was one of the most thrilling experiences of our adventures to date. Holmes, with his typical love of the dramatic, still had not told me what we were facing, and I had not pressed him. He had only intimated to me that our very lives depended upon our not falling asleep nor relaxing our guard even for a moment.


    I could not tell him so at the time, for Holmes had told me that the slightest sound from either of us could mean discovery, but there was not the slightest danger of my falling asleep. Even had there not been a terrible, unspecified danger lurking in the dark, Holmes was within arm's reach of me. He was close enough for me to breathe the subtle cologne he wore, which had not ceased to induce vaguely adolescent flutters in my stomach, and the knowledge of what had been interrupted back at the inn kept circling in my mind. He had been left hard and unsatisfied, and I had to repeat the sternest warnings to myself to avoid reaching out for him.


    How long I sat there, poised between dizzy half-arousal and keen-edged alertness I did not know, but it was long enough that it was almost a relief when I heard the curious, sibilant noise that heralded the beginning of the end of the whole dreadful affair.


    The rest of the matter was something of a blur. Holmes had evidently had a much better idea of what we were to face – barely had I gathered my wits about me than Holmes had succeeded in driving off the threat and was rushing next door to follow where it had retreated.


    Holmes's exclamation when he entered Dr. Roylott's room and saw what had become of him was a much stronger oath than I had ever heard from him before, and I must confess that for a moment my inaction was as much due to sheer unbridled amazement as loathing at the horrible animal.


    But before long the wretched serpent was safely incarcerated, the police were summoned, and then it only remained to gently break the news to Miss Stoner and arrange for her to stay with an aunt in Harrow until her nerves were sufficiently recovered from the shock.


    * * * *


    By the time Holmes and I reached our home once more, we were both almost asleep on our feet and it felt like days had passed since we set off for Stoke Moran, rather than mere hours.


    Mrs. Hudson had left a lamp burning low in the sitting-room, and it was by this dim and flickering light that I scrawled a short note to her, explaining that we had returned in the small hours of the morning and would be much obliged if she would leave us undisturbed to catch up on sleep. I tiptoed downstairs to tuck it under the door to her set of rooms, where she would see it in the morning, and then retired to Holmes's room. He had gone ahead of me, after sleepily ascertaining that I would follow to his room and not retreat to my own.


    But when I got there I found his clothes strewn across the floor and the man himself in bed and already asleep. I was not in the least surprised, since the lapse that followed every case was here compounded by the natural after-effects of adrenaline leaving his system.


    He looked so peaceful that my only concern was not to disturb him as I climbed into bed, but even so he rolled over to fling an arm across my torso. Its welcome weight seemed to push me down into sleep as soon as I blew out the candle.


    * * * *


    I awoke when it was only just light outside, and turned over to find that Holmes was still sleeping beside me, his cheeks slightly flushed and one hand curled loosely on the pillow beside him. The shadows beneath his eyes – as well as the fact that he had not stirred at my movement – spoke volumes about his exhaustion, and I slipped out of bed as quietly as a mouse.


    I pulled on a shirt and trousers, throwing a dressing-gown over it all to make myself decent, and went downstairs. Dashing about half the night on only the light supper provided by the inn had left me ravenous, and it was useless to attempt to go back to sleep while my stomach protested.


    Our landlady was also an early riser and, as I had hoped, she was up and about. I humbly begged some tea and toast from her and, while I ate it, stayed long enough to satisfy her curiosity about our night's adventures. When I had finished, I refused her kindly offer to bring breakfast up for Holmes, mentioning that there had been no sign of him when I came down, and repeating that I expected him to sleep clear through until lunch and that he was in sore need of rest. Even so, she put together another tray of tea and toast for me to take up and told me that she would see me later, adding that she was going out to visit a friend for most of that morning.


    I climbed back up the stairs with my tray, thinking eagerly of returning to bed and curling up beside Holmes's sleeping form, but when I entered our sitting-room I found him dozing in his armchair by the fireplace. He had started a small fire in the grate; the morning was a cool one and, on closer inspection, I saw that he was completely bare beneath his dressing-gown. This discovery was enough to make me set down the tray on the nearest flat surface and promptly lock the door behind me, for all that Mrs. Hudson would never have dreamed of disturbing us.


    I crossed the room and reached out to brush the backs of my fingers from his temple to his jaw. His eyelids fluttered, then opened, and the soft, unguarded smile he gave me made my heart flutter in turn.


    "There you are," he murmured, catching my hand and turning it over to press his cheek into my palm. "I woke up, and you were gone."


    Holmes was perfectly capable of snapping to alertness as soon as he woke, and it was a wonderful thing to see. But I must confess that I liked this sort of awakening infinitely more – when he allowed himself to drift, gentle and unfocussed with sleep.


    "I was hungry," I answered quietly. The room was silent apart from the tick of the mantel clock and the crackle of the small fire, and I was unwilling to break the hush. I leaned down and kissed his forehead. "Come back to bed. I brought you some tea and toast."


    "Hmm." He turned his face up to capture my mouth, and his gentle kiss made me smile against his lips. I stroked his skin with the hand that still cradled his face.


    "I'm comfortable here," he sighed, leaning his head into my hand like an over-grown cat.


    I regarded him wryly, telling myself sternly to ignore the way his dressing-gown gaped open to show a triangle of lean, muscled chest, and to focus on the way his lanky frame was folded into the chair.


    "I don't think I believe you," I smiled, bringing my other hand up to push my fingers through his dishevelled hair. "You're so tall, my dear chap. You can't possibly be comfortable like that."


    Holmes looked up at me, eyes narrowed thoughtfully, before unfolding himself from the chair. But instead of returning to the bedroom, he knelt gracefully and tugged me down with him until we were stretched out on our hearthrug.


    "Yes, you were right," he agreed amiably. "This is much more comfortable."


    "Although not precisely what I meant," I countered, but without any real protest. He was lying half on top of me, with his head heavy on my good shoulder and one long leg draped over my own. Our hearthrug – a recent acquisition made of thick, soft fur – was soft under my head, and I wrapped an arm around his shoulders and resumed caressing his hair. I thought that he might doze off like this, with the fire warm at his back, but instead he was plucking idly at the buttons of my shirt and pushing a hand inside to stroke my chest.


    A cool fingertip slid across my nipple, and at my catch of breath Holmes leaned up on one elbow to watch my face as his nimble fingers danced back and forth. I bore his scrutiny as well as I could but when he stopped teasing and caught the nipple between two fingertips, I had to reach for him and pull him into a kiss. Our mouths were already open when they met and I could not help moaning softly, conscious of all that lean strength pressed up against my side, naked save for an exceedingly thin dressing-gown.


    After a few short minutes, I broke away to suggest, breathlessly, "Perhaps we ought to retire to your bedroom?"


    He smiled at me, his gray eyes sparkling with desire and – I was delighted to see – a touch of mischief.


    "Actually," he murmured, pulling the sides of my shirt apart before running his fingers slowly over my trouser buttons, "I thought we might christen the hearthrug."


    I have never been able to say no to Holmes, even when it would have been wise to, and I most certainly had no wish to deny him at that moment, not when he was indulging the light-hearted side of his nature that I saw all too rarely. I kissed him back enthusiastically, and my appreciation of his touch was heightened by our recent abstinence. His recent abstinence, I should say, since I had had the pleasure of his touch only the previous afternoon. When I tried to roll him onto his back, so that I could spread him out and take my time with him, he braced himself more firmly against me. He nuzzled soft kisses into my neck and I eased his dressing-gown off his shoulders and down his arms, running my hands firmly along his lean sides. He shivered slightly at my touch and I worked a hand between us to rub a thumb over his nipple. He raised his head, and I could see the beginnings of a flush all along his cheekbones but was distracted the next instant by his hand loosening my trousers in quick, economical motions.


    I buried my mouth in his dark, silky hair and murmured, "Dearest ... I thought perhaps you might let me – oh!"


    His fingers brushed the head of my cock, and I forgot what I had been about to say. He kissed me soundly as he reached farther into the gap he had made to cup my balls in his hand, and all I could do was clutch at his waist and attempt to return his kiss.


    At last he drew back, pulling his hand away to push at the waistband of my trousers and murmur, "Take these off," against my mouth.


    He did not need to ask me twice. I sat up enough to shrug my shirt off, and then lay back down to work my trousers off my hips and down my legs. The fur of our hearthrug was slightly ticklish against my spine and the backs of my thighs, initially cool but warming quickly. Holmes caught my chin for another kiss, smiling against my lips as he casually slung a leg over my own and pushed his half-hard cock against my hip.


    I gave myself over to his kisses and caresses willingly, revelling in the taste and feel of him, until his hand wandered down to my groin and once more curled around my erection.


    "You too," I gasped against his lips, incapable of greater articulation. "Let me touch you."


    In response he only pressed his hips harder against me, refusing to let me work a hand between our bodies to touch him.


    "After this," he insisted, leaning up on one elbow to watch my face as he touched me. He executed a deft twist of his fingers that made me shudder and bite my lip to stifle a moan.


    "What do you want?" I asked, cupping his face in my hand as my hips began to push up into his strokes.


    He turned his head to plant a kiss in my palm and spoke into it.


    "I want to fuck you." The words fell easily from him, with only the slightest touch of hesitation, but he kept his eyes closed. His breath was warm against my skin, and the feel of his lips moving brought back memories of the previous afternoon and his mouth around me. "It has been some time since I had the pleasure, and I think that ought to be remedied."


    "Then you ought to stop doing that," I groaned. I could feel myself leaking into his hand, the sure slide of his fingers growing easier and easier as he nudged me insistently towards my climax.


    I forced myself to reach down and put my hand on his forearm, but he only insinuated a knee between my own, encouraging me wordlessly to spread my legs a little.


    "After this," he said, stumbling just a little over the words, and flushing slightly. "I want ... I want to see you come."


    His hair, usually so groomed and perfect, was falling in his eyes as he forced himself to articulate what he wanted – knowing that it would give me pleasure to hear it – and in that moment he was utterly the most perfect creature I had ever seen. I opened my mouth to tell him so, but he rubbed his thumb firmly against the small knot of flesh just beneath the head of my cock and my words were lost in a gasp.


    "Come on." He caught my hand, twined our fingers together and drew them back down to where I was hard and aching. "Let me see you."


    It did not take long after that.


    With his low-voiced encouragement in my ear, I thrust into our hands for half a minute longer before my release rolled through me. When I came back to myself, Holmes had buried his face in my shoulder, and I could feel fine tremors running through his muscles.


    "You now," I whispered, tilting his face up to me for a kiss. "What do you want?"


    "Only this," he murmured, but when I curled my hand – wet with my orgasm – around him, he groaned and his hips pushed eagerly into my grasp.


    "Don't let me..." he gasped. "I don't want to–"


    "I won't make you come," I promised him gently. "Just let me touch you for a while."


    He bit his lip in assent, and I kissed him as I let him slide through my fingers. After a few thrusts, he broke away from our kiss to reach over and fumble in the pocket of his dressing-gown, triumphantly extracting a small bottle of oil.


    "So this little interlude wasn't entirely unplanned, then," I remarked dryly, and my heart leapt at the flash of devilment in his eyes, gone almost as soon as it appeared but there nonetheless.


    "I had hopes that, perhaps, you might be not be averse to ... oh..."


    The rest of his sentence was lost to a breathy sigh, as I decided that he was entirely too articulate.


    I began letting his slick shaft slide through my fingers – he had been leaking so much that he was now just as wet from that as from my release – and he coaxed me to turn onto my side and drape a leg over his hip. Then I felt two slippery fingers sliding between my buttocks. He hesitated, just barely brushing the entrance to my body, and I groaned, "Yes, go on," as I arched into his touch.


    His fingers were so long and dextrous that even at that slightly awkward angle he was able to find the spot inside me that made my back arch. By the time he had worked three of them inside me, my cock was thickening against my thigh, and Holmes was flushed and sweating and alternately pushing into my hand and then squirming away when the stimulation grew too much.


    He reached down to place a hand against my half-formed erection.


    "Youth and stamina are wonderful things," he said, staring down at me with his eyes now dark with desire and want.


    "Say rather that you inspire me," I groaned, writhing under the dual stimulations, "and that it feels like an unbearably long time since you have had me."


    I took my hand off him and rolled onto my back, planting my feet on the hearthrug and spreading my knees wide.


    "Now," I insisted, pulling at him. "Come on."


    He scrambled awkwardly between my legs, made clumsy with arousal, and stroked more oil onto his cock. Biting my lip, I tipped my head back and groaned softly when I felt the first tentative push of him against me. My body opened easily for him, as he pressed forwards, until his hips were flush against me and he was leaning over me, his hands braced on the rug. I could feel him shivering against me, and when I rocked my hips down against him he moaned.


    "Oh, God."


    "I know," I gasped, finding myself suddenly short of breath. "Oh Christ, I know, that feels..."


    He withdrew slightly and then pushed back into me, and at the apex of his thrust I shuddered with pleasure.


    "Yes, God, yes," I panted. "Just there."


    He leaned down to catch my mouth in a kiss, and I squeezed my thighs tighter around his waist, lifting my hips and moaning when his next thrust sent another jolt of pleasure through me. I wrapped my arms around him, one hand in his hair.


    How he lasted, I have no idea, for if it had been a while for me then it had been even longer for him. In a remarkably short time – which despite what Holmes would say, spoke more about his skill as a lover than about any stamina that I possessed – I could feel myself tensing.


    "Oh fuck," I groaned, sliding my hands down his back to clutch at his hips. Holmes, recognising the tone in my voice, leaned up enough for me to work a hand down between us and grasp my cock. "God, I think I'm going to come again."


    In response he leaned back, took a firmer grip on my hips, and drove into me in a rhythm that he knew would bring me swiftly to my finish.


    It was all I needed.


    My back arched, and I gave an incoherent groan as I pulsed onto my stomach for the second time.


    I was only dimly aware that Holmes had bent forwards to stifle his groans against my shoulder as his thrusts stuttered and he buried himself fully inside me. I wrapped my arm around his shoulders, holding him tightly to me as he shuddered and gasped, only loosening my hold when I felt his muscles unclench.


    Gently, he eased himself away from me, and then shifted his weight to lie next to me with a deep, satisfied groan. I tugged at his arm, coaxing him to lie with his head on my shoulder so that I could work my fingers through his hair.


    I caught my breath and considered myself to be the luckiest man alive. I daresay that other men are content to merely lie with their lovers and revel in their good fortune at such moments, but I was the lover of Sherlock Holmes, and my attraction to his body was only exceeded by my fascination with his mind.


    "This may not be the most romantic question to ask at this juncture," I said, when I could keep silent no longer, "but how in the world did you work out what we had to face?"


    He answered me, body still tucked warmly against mine, and I could hear the lazy amusement in his voice that was doubtless at the incongruity of my query.


    "I had," said he, "come to an entirely erroneous conclusion which shows, my dear Watson, how dangerous it always is to reason from insufficient data. The presence of the gypsies, and the use of the word 'band,' which was used by the poor girl, no doubt to explain the appearance which she had caught a hurried glimpse of by the light of her match, were sufficient to put me upon an entirely wrong scent. I can only claim the merit that I instantly reconsidered my position when it became clear to me that whatever danger threatened an occupant of the room could not come either from the window or the door. My attention was speedily drawn, as I have already remarked to you, to this ventilator, and to the bell-rope which hung down to the bed. The discovery that this was a dummy, and that the bed was clamped to the floor, instantly gave rise to the suspicion that the rope was there as a bridge for something passing through the hole and coming to the bed. The idea of a snake instantly occurred to me, and when I coupled it with my knowledge that the doctor was furnished with a supply of creatures from India, I felt that I was probably on the right track. The idea of using a form of poison which could not possibly be discovered by any chemical test was just such a one as would occur to a clever and ruthless man who had had an Eastern training. The rapidity with which such a poison would take effect would also, from his point of view, be an advantage. It would be a sharp-eyed coroner, indeed, who could distinguish the two little dark punctures which would show where the poison fangs had done their work. Then I thought of the whistle. Of course he must recall the snake before the morning light revealed it to the victim. He had trained it, probably by the use of the milk which we saw, to return to him when summoned. He would put it through this ventilator at the hour that he thought best, with the certainty that it would crawl down the rope and land on the bed. It might or might not bite the occupant, perhaps she might escape every night for a week, but sooner or later she must fall a victim.


    "I had come to these conclusions before ever I had entered his room. An inspection of his chair showed me that he had been in the habit of standing on it, which of course would be necessary in order that he should reach the ventilator. The sight of the safe, the saucer of milk, and the loop of whipcord were enough to finally dispel any doubts which may have remained. The metallic clang heard by Miss Stoner was obviously caused by her stepfather hastily closing the door of his safe upon its terrible occupant. Having once made up my mind, you know the steps which I took in order to put the matter to the proof. I heard the creature hiss as I have no doubt that you did also, and I instantly lit the light and attacked it."


    "With the result of driving it through the ventilator."


    "And also with the result of causing it to turn upon its master at the other side. Some of the blows of my cane came home and roused its snakish temper, so that it flew upon the first person it saw. In this way I am no doubt indirectly responsible for Dr. Grimesby Roylott's death, but I cannot say that it is likely to weigh very heavily upon my conscience," he finished, stretching luxuriantly before re-settling himself on top of me.


    "You are a marvel."


    I smiled up at our ceiling, dimly lit with wisps of early morning sunshine, giddy with delight at the extraordinary man tucked close against my side. His cheek bunched against my shoulder as he grinned to himself, but when he spoke his voice had its usual dryly humour tone.


    "You flatter me, my boy. I have explained my methods to you dozens of times by now, and I daresay that after a few dozen more such demonstrations then you will see that it is something you could do yourself, if you were willing to take the time to draw inferences from your observations, and you will finish by concluding that I am a very ordinary sort of fellow after all."


    "That is utterly ridiculous," I declared stoutly. "I shall do no such thing. You amaze me."


    I squeezed his shoulders with the arm I had wrapped around them, and hesitated. I had been turning over an idea in my head for some months now, but was not sure how he would react to it, or how best to introduce the subject.


    "Spit it out, whatever it is." Holmes's voice startled me out of my thoughts, and he raised his tousled head to look at me, amusement quirking his mouth. "I can feel the tension in your muscles, not to mention the way you're fiddling with that loose thread on your dressing-gown. What is it?"


    It was impossible to keep secrets around the man, and I took my courage in both hands as I said, shyly, "What would you say if I ... that is, I have lately been thinking of writing up some of your cases and ... perhaps ... submitting them for publication."


    It was half a question and half a hesitant declaration, and I did not realise that I was holding my breath until he said, "That sounds like an excellent idea," and it left my lungs in a rush.


    "Really? You think so?"


    "I do. I can give you the addresses of several journals that I'm sure would be interested in publishing further articles on the science of deduction."


    I shifted uncomfortably, staring intently at the tiny freckle on his collarbone as I admitted, "Actually, I was not thinking of that. I was thinking more of popular reading, that might have a more general appeal. I thought I would try Punch, or the Strand magazine. That sort of thing."


    "Oh." He sounded taken aback. "You mean popular stories, rather than scientific articles?"


    "Well, yes," I said, still looking at his neck and not daring to lift my eyes to his face. "But if you would rather I didn't, then naturally, my dear chap, I would never dream of–"


    He cut me short with a kiss, and when we separated he said warmly, "By all means."


    "Truly?" I looked searchingly at him, and saw nothing but good humour. "You wouldn't mind?"


    "I truly wouldn't mind," he mimicked me, but without malice. "If it would make you happy, then you should certainly do it."


    I grinned at him in relief, and he smiled back at me and added, "Although you may want to make some judicious amendments – I'm not sure that what I said upon seeing that wretched animal last night is entirely suitable for the pages of a family magazine."


    I laughed aloud. "No, indeed. Not to mention certain other things that are rather unsuitable for the pages of a family magazine."


    I ran a hand down his long spine to rest it pointedly on the curve of his hip.


    "Hmm," he purred in agreement, smiling a small, private smile. "Speaking of which, I believe that our new hearthrug has been well and truly christened, and so what do you say we adjourn to a more traditional setting?"


    "By all means," I replied, watching him rise gracefully to his feet and hold out a hand to me. "That sounds like a wonderful plan."


    I took his hand and allowed him to draw me towards his bedroom. It had been an astounding couple of days but I felt no regret that our adventure was done, for already I felt sure that future years with Sherlock Holmes would prove to be just as eventful as those to date.


    * * * *


    There is no more left to tell, save for a couple of loose ends that need to be wound into the end of my tale.


    Helen Stoner was married to the excellent Percy Armitage not long after. They sold the house where she so nearly lost her life and moved to Surrey, whence she was kind enough to write to me to tell me how happy she is, and reiterate how grateful she was for my friend's assistance.


    Several months later I received a letter from The Strand to say that they were extremely interested in the first chapter of the Jefferson Hope case, which I had fancifully titled "A Study in Scarlet", after a casual remark by Holmes. I was overjoyed, and Holmes took me out to dinner at Marcini's to celebrate (and was kind enough to suppress any remarks on my writing style, on that occasion at least).


    Last, but by no means least, it was some weeks before I could once more look at our hearthrug without flushing. Holmes took full advantage of this fact, saying happily that he had never seen a soldier blush so easily, and drew my attention to it more often than was, strictly speaking, necessary. By coincidence, it was only a week or so later that Dr. Thorneycroft – another client – executed his dramatic collapse onto our hearthrug that I have mentioned elsewhere. I regret to say it, but my resulting leap from the chair was only partly motivated by the desire to help a fellow human in distress and more to get him off the cursed thing, and it was quite some time before Holmes could stop laughing at my mortification and be persuaded to help me.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    THE ADVENTURE AT BASKERVILLE HALL


    


    "Who are you?" he demanded imperiously, his cheeks scarlet with the unnatural flush of fever. "I don't believe I know you, sir, and so I demand that you leave my room. I am not in a fit state to receive visitors, and you are monstrously impudent to come barging in here in such a fashion."


    Desperately, I caught his arm as he tried to rise. "Holmes, please, you must remain in bed. You are delirious."


    He glared at me suspiciously, his fever-bright eyes glittering. "How do you know my name? I repeat, who are you, and what right do you have to force your way in here?"


    And then he was beyond conversation. His illness had wasted him during the time that I had been away, and his flesh clung to his skull, making the deep shadows under his eyes stand out in horrific contrast to the stark pallor of his face. His black hair was wet with both sweat and the cool water I had been wiping over his forehead in a futile attempt to keep his temperature down and stop his body from burning itself up.


    He had sunk into delirium and when he roused himself it was only to fight me, for he could no longer tell friend from foe. His struggles were but weak, feeble flailings, exhausted as he was by the fever. Holmes had always been a fearsome fighter, and to see him reduced to this shadow of his former self broke my heart. The man I loved was dying before my eyes; I could not help him, nor was I permitted even to hold him in my arms as he–


    With a convulsive jerk I sat up in bed, gasping for breath, my hand flying out automatically to the place at my side. It was cold and empty, and it took a few anguished seconds before I remembered that I was not at Baker Street. Holmes was alive and well, I reminded myself, trying to control my short, panicked breaths. He was alive and in perfect health, or as perfect as it could ever be when he insisted upon his noxious habit of smoking strong ship's tobacco, and often going for days eating only the bare minimum required to keep body and soul together.


    Despite the chill, my nightshirt was damp with fear-sweat, and when I dragged a shaky hand down my face I found that not all of the moisture on my cheeks was perspiration. I dashed roughly at my eyes and got out of bed to change my nightshirt, hoping that if I acted as though my heart was not pounding fit to burst then it would eventually stop doing so.


    Baskerville Hall was a large, sprawling old manor, and my room was some way from those of Sir Henry and his servants, the Barrymores. Another man might have been made uneasy by the distinct sensation that he was the only one in the wing but I was glad of it, for if I cried out in distress while asleep then there was no chance I would be overheard and have to suffer the embarrassment of explaining myself.


    Once attired in a clean, dry nightshirt I shied away from immediately returning to my bed lest I plunge straight back into the throes of my nightmare. It was not the first time in recent months that I had had that dream, but familiarity had dulled neither its clarity nor its power to upset me; it was as profoundly unsettling as anything I had experienced even after my return from Afghanistan. I glanced uneasily at my medical bag, sitting unobtrusively in the corner of my room. I certainly had something in there that would help me sleep, but chemically induced slumber was not a road upon which I wished to set my feet.


    Instead, I pulled on my dressing-gown and went to sit by the hearth and poke up the fire. Sir Henry Baskerville had asked Barrymore and his wife to ensure that there was always a plentiful supply of fuel in my room, no doubt recalling our conversation on the train about how an extended stay in a warm climate can leave one intolerant of England's damp cold. I stirred the fire into life, and sank back into the armchair with a heavy sigh.


    The whole wretched business with Culverton Smith had been months ago, and yet I still witnessed, in my mind's eye, Holmes's battle for life with distressing frequency. Thank God that the reality had been very different, and that Holmes had been merely shamming illness in the same way I have seen a bird feign a broken wing to lure a predator toward some greater danger. I sternly castigated myself, for the hundredth time, that I ought to be thankful that Holmes had not been seriously ill and it was true that, at first, I had been.


    When he had bounded out of bed and declared that three days of taking only sips of water had left him famished, relief had weakened my knees and I had sat down hard on his rumpled blankets. He had been too busy calling for Mrs. Hudson to notice, and I was heartily glad of it, for the relief that had left my whole body limp was mingled with a most alarming swell of emotion that was making me blink rapidly and press my thumb and forefinger to the corners of my eyes. The rational part of me knew that it was merely the after-effects of twenty-four hours without sleep, and the very real threat of losing someone who had become dearer to me than my own life. But all the same, when Holmes returned to his room to dress I was quick to make my exit, averting my face and replying to his desultory query that I was fine, that I needed to unpack after being called home so abruptly from my old orderly's rooms in Bath, and that I needed to rest after being up all night tending him. Once I was safe in my room, my clothes neatly stowed in their usual places, I went to bed, utterly exhausted.


    I slept all through the remainder of the day and on into the night. I did not stir until the following morning, when dawn began to lighten my room, and I descended to breakfast to find Holmes already at the table and tucking in with an uncharacteristically hearty appetite.


    "Watson," he smiled at me, setting down his knife and fork to pour me a cup of coffee. "Good morning. Did you sleep well?"


    I looked at him silently. My repose the previous night had not been a soothing, restorative sleep; it had been a near collapse from total physical and emotional exhaustion, all on behalf of someone who was even now regarding me with not a trace of contrition over the deception he had committed.


    You knew he would be like this, I told myself. You knew it when you began your liaison with him. He doesn't care for you, not as deeply as you care for him. He cannot. It is not in his nature. If you've been a fool and gone and fallen in love with someone who will break your heart and never even notice, then you've no-one to blame but yourself.


    "Yes, thank you, I slept very well." I could not resist adding, with just a touch of asperity, "I was in sore need of it."


    "Yes, you must have been." Something like a shadow crossed his face and he fiddled with his cutlery for a moment before saying, "I should have foreseen that Mrs. Hudson would send for you. It was an oversight."


    This was as close to an apology as I had ever heard from Holmes, and when he changed the subject and asked about my visit to Bath, I forced myself to answer him.


    He's apologised, I said to myself sternly, hoping to extinguish the slow burn of anger that I could feel at the dismissal of nearly two days of mental anguish for me as "an oversight". He's apologised, or come as near to it as he's capable. Now let that be an end to it.


    But when Sir Henry, a few days later, expressed a desire for company during his journey to Baskerville Hall, I had offered my services to him almost before the request had left his lips. Some distance from the mess I had made of my life in London was required.


    Meanwhile, in my small room at Baskerville Hall, the fire was burning low in the grate, and I could feel myself drowsing where I sat. Heaving a sigh, I told myself that there was nothing to be gained by going over old grievances, and sought my bed once more.


    * * * *


    The morning after the latest iteration of my nightmare found me, as usual, rather short-tempered and tense. I had hoped to go out for a walk and lose myself in the wild, sparse beauty of the moor but it was not to be. The rain rustled in the ivy and dripped from the eaves of the house, and when I looked out of the window it was to see heavy, slate-coloured clouds hanging low over the landscape.


    After taking breakfast with Sir Henry, I decided to spend the day in the library writing a report for Holmes, updating my journal, and making a start on writing up some of our more recent cases.


    However, as the rain lashed against the windows and the fire crackled in front of me, I found that I spent more time in a brown study than actually writing, dwelling in particular upon something that had happened just before I had left London.


    I climbed the stairs, my medical bag in hand. It was barely twenty minutes ago that Billy had dashed up the stairs to tell us that a lady had been knocked down by a cab in the street below. I had grabbed my medical bag and followed, not even stopping for a jacket, and hence was chilled from being outside in my shirtsleeves but thankful that the lady had not suffered any injuries beyond shock and bruising.


    When I pushed open the door to our sitting-room, however, the chill seemed to sink deeper than my skin. Holmes was standing at my writing desk, and in his hand were the pages I had been working on when Billy burst through the door without his habitual knock. Holmes had no reason to think that he was not permitted to read the papers, since it was only an account of one of our cases, but that did not mean that I was entirely calm when I saw what he had obviously been perusing.


    "Watson," he said, unnecessarily. "You left in such a hurry that I wasn't sure when you would be back, and I thought I would just clear away your papers for you."


    From just that last sentence, I knew that he had read them. For my reason for wishing to keep them away from Holmes was not because of what they contained; it was because of what they did not. Since the Culverton Smith case I had found that I no longer had to work to restrain myself from lyrical descriptions of Holmes's physical charms and his intellect – for I felt that there was a distance that had come between us – and now he had seen it.


    "Thank you," I replied, forcing myself to meet his eyes and resisting the urge to snatch the sheets from his hands. As I replaced my bag in its usual spot, silently thankful that my flustered state could be attributed to the recent events, Holmes hesitated, seeming to weigh his words with uncharacteristic uncertainty before he asked, "Watson ... is everything all right?"


    My back was to him as he spoke, and I bit my lip. No, I wanted to tell him. No, not particularly. Because, you see, last night I watched you die, and when I awoke I actually held my fingers against your mouth to check that you were still breathing before I became aware of what I was doing.


    But all I answered was, "Yes, fine. The lady below was very lucky not to suffer more serious injuries."


    Holmes made a non-committal noise as I returned to my desk and my writing, but I felt his eyes upon me for a good hour afterwards.


    * * * *


    Restless and unable to settle, I spent all day waiting for the rain to clear. Towards the evening, when it became apparent that it would not stop before nightfall, I grimly donned my waterproofs and ventured out regardless.


    I walked far upon the sodden moor, full of dark imaginings, the rain beating upon my face and the wind whistling about my ears, and I thought with apprehension of those beings – human and animal – who might wander into the Great Mire now, for even the firm uplands were becoming a morass. I found the Black Tor and from its craggy summit I looked out across the melancholy downs. Rain squalls drifted across their russet face, and the rain clouds hung low over the landscape, trailing in gray wreaths down the sides of the fantastic hills. In the distant hollow on the left, half-hidden by the mist, the two thin towers of Baskerville Hall rose above the trees. They were the only signs of human life that I could see, save only the prehistoric huts that lay thickly upon the slopes of the hills.


    I mused on the two men who were living out in such conditions. One of them I now knew to be Selden, the escaped convict, thanks to Mrs. Barrymore's recent revelations, but I wondered who the other could be. Sir Henry and I had seen him when we gone out onto the moor that night with the intention of apprehending the convict. A tall, forbidding figure atop one of the tors on the moor, he had seemed to be watching us silently and I had assumed he must be one of the prison warders who had succeeded in following his charge this far.


    As a particularly savage gust of wind pushed icy fingers through a chink in my waterproofs, I shivered and wondered what passionate hatred could induce a man to live in such a place, and the next moment I began to make my way back towards the road, thinking with longing of supper and a good fire.


    As I walked back I was overtaken by Dr. Mortimer driving in his dogcart over a rough moorland track, which led from an outlying farmhouse. He had been very attentive to Sir Henry and me, and hardly a day had passed that he had not called at the Hall to see how we were getting on. He insisted upon my climbing into his dogcart, and he gave me a lift homewards. I found him much troubled over the disappearance of his little spaniel, for it had wandered onto the moor and not come back. I gave him such consolation as I could, but I thought of the pony on the Grimpen Mire and privately doubted that he would see his little dog again.


    "It is a dangerous place," he said sadly, and I suspected that his thoughts echoed my own. "I imagine you must have come prepared for it."


    He did not seem to require an answer, and I found my thoughts irrepressibly turning to the cab ride that I had shared with Holmes when on our way to meet Sir Henry and Dr. Mortimer at the station so that I could travel with them.


    "Watson, you do have your revolver, don't you?"


    "Yes, Holmes," I answered wearily, looking out of the window of the hansom cab as we rattled towards Paddington Station. It was the second time in as many hours that he had put that question to me, in addition to casually dropping the suggestion the previous night that perhaps I might want to take my firearm with me.


    His sudden solicitude rang somewhat hollow with me, as had all his previous attempts at assuring himself of my physical safety while we were to be parted. Doubtless it would be deuced inconvenient for such a man of logic if his assistant got himself killed by a giant spectral hound, the existence of which Holmes had scoffed at, I thought bitterly.


    "Keep your revolver with you night and day, and never relax your precautions. Furthermore, I would strongly recommend that you avoid the moor after dark. I know your wholly admirable inclination to confront danger head on, but in this case I think it would be prudent to tread carefully, at least until you have more information."


    "Very well," I said, keeping a tight rein on my temper at his fashion of addressing me as though I were an impulsive boy of seven and not an Army veteran.


    Holmes was silent for a few more minutes, then made as if to say something more but checked himself.


    "What is it?" I asked, after watching him fidget.


    "No, nothing," he said haltingly. "I do not wish to bias your mind by suggesting theories or suspicions; I wish you simply to report facts in the fullest possible manner to me."


    "What sort of facts?" I asked. I strongly suspected that such an inane, self-evident suggestion was not what he had originally been on the point of saying, but I would go along with it.


    "Anything which may seem to have a bearing, however indirect, upon the case, and especially the relations between young Baskerville and his neighbours, or any fresh particulars concerning the death of Sir Charles. I have made some enquiries myself in the last few days, but the results have, I fear, been negative. One thing only appears to be certain, and that is that Mr. James Desmond, who is the next heir, is an elderly gentleman of a very amiable disposition, so this persecution does not arise from him. I really think that we may eliminate him entirely from our calculations."


    This was an extraordinary volte-face of opinion from the man who had once rebuked me for letting personal qualities cloud my judgement – and stated calmly that the most winning woman he ever knew had poisoned three children for their insurance money – and my irritation was briefly overtaken by surprise at this uncharacteristic assertion.


    "Holmes," I began curiously, as he turned away from me to stare fixedly out of the window at passers-by, "are you–"


    The cab jerked to a stop and a thump on the roof told us that we had reached the station, and my halting query was lost.


    "Here you are," Dr. Mortimer announced, interrupting my thoughts. With a start of surprise, I saw that we were already at Baskerville Hall; I had been so lost in my musings that I had not been aware of time passing.


    The rain was starting to come down heavier, and so I did not linger long over my goodbye to Dr. Mortimer. He cordially refused my invitation to dine at the Hall, saying that he preferred to get home before the downpour worsened, and when I got in I found that I had returned so late my only company was a friendly note from Sir Henry saying that he had already dined and retired and that I should do the same. I was not in the least bit offended – one of the things I liked about my new acquaintance was his free and easy nature – and I had to admit that, given how distracted I had been all day, I was perhaps not the most engaging dinner companion.


    * * * *


    The following morning, I awoke feeling refreshed, my long walk before dinner having given me an excellent appetite and a deep, restful sleep.


    At breakfast, after bidding me good morning and enquiring after my plans for the day – a walk into Coombe Tracey, to enquire about the two men living out on the moor – Sir Henry passed me the newspaper that he had folded open to a certain page.


    "I wondered if you would like to return to London for a couple of days to see it before it closes," he said as I perused the advertisement for the exhibition at the National Gallery of Pre-Raphaelite artists. "It's said to be the best yet, and I reckon Dartmoor must be quite dull for you after London."


    "Much as I appreciate your thoughtfulness, I fear I cannot," I said lightly. "If I returned to London without you then I dread to imagine the dressing-down that Holmes would give me at Baker Street. And besides, I have already seen it."


    "Have you? What did you think?"


    As I described the exhibition – in particular a painting called The Eve of St Agnes that had captured my imagination for its parallels with my own situation – I could not help but recall the circumstances under which I had seen it.


    Holmes, when he had re-emerged from the traffic on the road after chasing the driver halfway down the street, was breathless and white with vexation.


    "There now!" he seethed. "Was ever such bad luck and such bad management, too? Watson, Watson, if you are an honest man you will record this also and set it against my successes!"


    "Chin up, old man. Nothing to be done," I said mildly, thinking, Well, at least you seem to be in one piece after flinging yourself in front of a half a dozen fast-moving hansom cabs in that reckless manner. Not that it would occur to you that I might be the slightest bit put out if you weren't.


    I had not thought that my acerbic thoughts were visible on my face but perhaps something of them was, for Holmes suddenly said, "Well now, there only remains for us to find out by wire the identity of the cabman, number 2704, and then perhaps we might fill in time at a picture gallery. I believe the National Gallery is currently hosting an exhibition of the Pre-Raphaelites, to whom I know you to be partial, and which also puts us conveniently close to Sir Henry's hotel for our rendezvous at two o'clock."


    It was true that I had seen announcements in the London newspapers about the much talked-of exhibition and had inwardly heaved a regretful sigh, thinking that I would be hard-pressed to find any free time to visit it and highly unlikely to ever persuade Holmes to take time away from his work to join me.


    Startled by his suggestion, I met his enquiring gaze. "But you don't like ... that is, you have never given the impression of knowing or caring very much about art."


    He shrugged nonchalantly. "I don't know much, but I know what is good when I see it."


    His gaze slid sideways to me and, not knowing how to respond, I had to turn away.


    Later on, in Sir Henry's hotel room, the baronet was scowling worriedly as he spoke with Holmes.


    "Are you sure you can't come yourself, Mr. Holmes? I'd feel much better about it if I could have your opinion."


    As Holmes started to refuse again, I had a sudden longing to escape London for a spell. My life here seemed to be in a hopeless tangle – I had felt Holmes's gaze on me as we strolled round the exhibition and it had only made me acutely uncomfortable – and some distance sounded like a blissful escape.


    "I will go with you," I said abruptly, not daring to look at Holmes's face as I made my offer.


    The next instant Baskerville seized me by the hand and wrung it heartily.


    "Well, now, that is real kind of you, Dr. Watson," said he. "You see how it is with me, and you know just as much about the matter as I do. If you will come down to Baskerville Hall and see me through I'll never forget it."


    We made arrangements to meet at the train station the following day but in truth I was going through the motions mechanically; the greater part of my attention was taken up by Holmes, whose gaze I could feel boring into the side of my head as though he hoped to read my thoughts imprinted on my skull.


    * * * *


    Much later, I left Coombe Tracey and began walking towards the moor. I had been moderately successful in my quest, in that I had been directed to a particular hut on the moor to which a boy had been seen making regular visits, presumably to leave food for the convict living there. I was determined to find out more, and so it was there that I turned my steps.


    The sun was already sinking when I reached the summit of the hill, and the long slopes beneath me were all golden-green on one side and gray shadow on the other. A haze lay low upon the farthest skyline, out of which jutted the fantastic shapes of Belliver and Vixen Tor. Over the wide expanse there was no sound and no movement. One great gray bird, a gull or curlew, soared aloft in the blue heaven. He and I seemed to be the only living things between the huge arch of the sky and the desert beneath it. The barren scene, the sense of loneliness, and the mystery and urgency of my task all struck a chill into my heart. The boy was nowhere to be seen. But down beneath me in a cleft of the hills there was a circle of the old stone huts, and in the middle of them was one which retained sufficient roof to act as a screen against the weather. My heart leaped within me as I saw it. This must be the burrow where the stranger lurked. At last my foot was on the threshold of his hiding-place – his secret was within my grasp.


    As I approached the hut, I satisfied myself that the place had indeed been used as a habitation. A vague pathway among the boulders led to the dilapidated opening which served as a door. All was silent within. The unknown might be lurking there, or he might be prowling on the moor. My nerves tingled with the sense of adventure. Throwing aside my cigarette, I closed my hand upon the butt of my revolver, and, walking swiftly up to the door, I looked in. The place was empty.


    The sun was sinking low and the west was blazing with scarlet and gold. Its reflection was shot back in ruddy patches by the distant pools which lay amid the Great Grimpen Mire. There were the two towers of Baskerville Hall, and there a distant blur of smoke which marked the village of Grimpen. Between the two, behind the hill, was the house of the Stapletons. All was sweet and mellow and peaceful in the golden evening light, and yet as I looked at them my soul shared none of the peace of Nature, but quivered at the vagueness and the terror of that interview which every instant was bringing nearer. With tingling nerves, but a fixed purpose, I sat in the dark recess of the hut and waited with sombre patience for the coming of its tenant.


    And then at last I heard him. Far away came the sharp clink of a boot striking upon a stone. Then another and yet another, coming nearer and nearer. I shrank back into the darkest corner, and cocked the pistol in my pocket, determined not to be discovered until I had an opportunity to see something of the stranger. There was a long pause, which showed that he had stopped. Then once more the footsteps approached and a shadow fell across the opening of the hut.


    "It is a lovely evening, my dear Watson," said a well-known voice. "I really think that you will be more comfortable outside than in."


    I was struck dumb with amazement. The next instant I was scrambling out of the hut and soon I stood before him.


    "Holmes," I asked, scarcely believing my eyes. "Holmes, is it really you?"


    He gave a queer half-shrug and a tentative smile. "As you see."


    For a moment I merely gaped at him, my wits entirely scattered by the sight of the one person I expected least to see. For a moment I actually wondered if my frequent thoughts of him had caused me to hallucinate his presence, and then my eyes took in the dust and splatters of mud around the base of his trousers that told me that this was no ethereal vision but the man himself, in the flesh and looking as rumpled and ill-groomed as I had ever seen him during our acquaintance.


    Finally I managed to reply.


    "What are you doing here?"


    "Following you."


    At first I was struck dumb again at the fact that he took no pains to conceal it – not that any would have been realistically possible – but when he ventured, "You look well, if I may say so. Country air seems to agree with you–", I exploded.


    "For God's sake, Holmes, you are utterly impossible! You have been here watching me all the time?"


    "Yes," he admitted. "More or less; I came down just a couple of days after you did. But before you make any assumptions, let me just say–"


    "You don't trust me," I spat, bitterly disappointed. "I should have known it; when have you ever put your faith in anyone save yourself?"


    "I do trust you, I only–"


    "I'm sure you must have been vastly entertained, watching me running all over the moor and Coombe Tracey like a blind fool."


    "Watson, please. Listen to me."


    He was beginning to sound alarmed, as well he might, for I had never lost my temper with him quite so dramatically before.


    "I suppose all my reports are gathering dust at Baker Street, and all my efforts have been for nothing," I said, almost sick with disappointment. "And to think of the hours I put into them; I had even hoped that I might win a word of praise from you, fool that I am!"


    "Your reports are here and very well-thumbed, that I promise you." Looking worried, Holmes delved immediately into his jacket pocket and produced a thick bundle that he thrust into my hands, as though he thought that I would not take his word. "They have been invaluable to me, I swear. Please don't think that I sent you up here on a wild goose chase."


    "This whole wretched thing has been a wild goose chase," I retorted heatedly. "I daresay you had already worked out who the culprit was before I even left London. And you did not send me, damn it, I came of my own free will." I gave a humourless laugh, not the slightest bit appeased by the uncharacteristic concern on his face. "Lord knows I was desperate for some time away from you after that appalling business with Culverton Smith, to convince myself that I do not–"


    Here, with an effort, I checked myself, biting down on the angry flow of words before more incriminating ones could escape. Love you, I had almost said. To convince myself that I do not love you, for if this was to be the end of our partnership then I would at least leave it with my dignity intact.


    But, when I lifted my chin and straightened my shoulders, I saw that Holmes's alarm had been replaced with a queer, almost hungry expression that I found slightly unnerving.


    "Go on," he pressed, when I stopped. "To convince yourself of what?"


    "Nothing," I said tightly.


    Holmes had often subjected me to scrutiny before announcing a fact about me of which I had believed him unaware – upon one memorable occasion outlining an entire train of thought – but his gaze had never devoured me to quite such an extent. It made me profoundly uneasy, seeing in his staring eyes an echo not only of those earlier times but also of his death's-head as he feigned desperate illness, and as he began, "Watson–", I simply said, "Here". Thrusting the papers back into his hands, I turned to leave.


    Whether I let go of them too soon or Holmes fumbled them I do not know, but they tumbled to the ground between us and in the next instant a sprightly gust of wind caught them and whisked them away.


    Instantly Holmes started after them, even as I tried to tell him to let them go. I had no doubt that his appearance heralded the imminent resolution of the case, and so it could hardly matter if my reports (which had doubtless been of little use to him in the first place) were lost to the wind.


    Holmes, however, pursued them as though they were fifty-pound bank notes and, as I watched him, I spotted one of the sheets at my feet. It was less springy than the others, being limp and creased as though it had been unfolded and refolded many times, and doubtless that was why it had not flown away with the rest but stuck to the side of my boot.


    When I picked it up I found that it was the last page of my second report. I re-read it, thinking with chagrin of how I had lingered over it, especially the last line.


    Best of all would be if you could come down to us, I had written at last, after staring at the paper for long minutes.


    Despite all my efforts, I miss you dreadfully, I had imagined writing, even as I knew I never would. And: Overall, despite the fact that I came here to forget you, I cannot allow my own ridiculous affairs of the heart to keep you away and so endanger the life of the people involved in this case.


    But now I was glad I had refrained; having expressed such mawkish sentiments in the face of Holmes's studied indifference then his lack of faith in me would only have put the final touches on my humiliation.


    I could not think why this page in particular had obviously been so closely examined, for there was no essential information contained therein, but before I could pursue the thought Holmes came up to me, his hands full of jumbled pages, and when he saw which one I was holding an odd, almost embarrassed look flitted across his features.


    "I read all of your accounts, but I did linger over that one somewhat," he admitted, the words seeming to spill from him in a rush. "The way the ink has dried told me that you lingered a long time composing that last sentence. I wondered whether ... perhaps ... there was something more that you wanted to say but were reluctant to commit to paper?"


    The intense, hungry expression was back as he tilted his head to look into my face, and the effort of keeping my features resolutely neutral exhausted me. I had a sudden and violent wish to be far away from the moor, Holmes, and this whole miserable situation; not even the imminent resolution of the case that his presence promised was enough to induce me to stay.


    "There is nothing more to say than what is already contained in my reports," I said wearily, before adding, "it really is too bad, Holmes. You have already made it clear that you are content to have my assistance in a case but will not trust me with anything of real importance; to lie to me and try to pretend otherwise ... well, I had thought you a better man than that. I will see you back in Baker Street."


    I turned away from him, intending to collect my belongings from the Hall and make my way to the station and even considering whether, once I was back in Baker Street, I ought to seek lodgings elsewhere, since there seemed to be little doubt that whatever we had once shared was now well and truly extinguished. The idea of quitting my home made my heart squeeze painfully within me, but surely it would be better than living, day in and day out, in such close proximity to someone whom I loved desperately but who was clearly indifferent to me.


    Behind me there was a sharp exclamation – "The devil you will!" – and the next instant Holmes was in front of me, blocking my path and almost forcibly preventing me from retracing my steps back down to the road.


    "Watson, as usual you have things entirely backwards," he declared vehemently. "Now for the love of Heaven, let me explain."


    "I would rather not," I replied, clinging to my self-possession. "I am sure that my useless scribbles have afforded you some small amusement while you pursued your own brilliant investigations, and that you even now have all the threads of the solution gathered into your hand, but just this once I ... I would rather not..."


    My voice had begun to falter and, eager to leave with my dignity intact, I stepped past him. Or tried to: as I moved he stuffed the pages he was holding into his pockets, seized my arms, and exclaimed violently, "Damn my investigations!"


    Had he just exclaimed the most vulgar oath ever heard on St. Katharine's docks, I could not have been any more shocked as I stared at him.


    "Damn my investigations," he growled, clearly tried beyond his patience. "And damn the case. Damn the blasted thing to hell. Watson, I did not come down here because of the case and, despite your entirely wrong assumptions, I have not been pursuing my own investigations; the information contained in each of your reports has been entirely new to me. I have been spending all my time–" He cut himself off, scowling and worrying at his lip before bursting out, "Damn it all, I said that I had followed you down here and I meant it."


    "For the case," I persisted, in some confusion. "You have followed me for the case, because you knew I wouldn't succeed."


    He shook his head in emphatic denial. "You've done admirably, my dear fellow; another day or two and I daresay you would have seen the shape of the solution for yourself. No, I came here because I was worried about you."


    Slowly, I searched his face. "You are mocking me, surely. Holmes, really–"


    He caught me once more as I moved. "Watson, please," he said, sounding anguished. "I swear to you, on all I hold dear, that I have never been more serious in my life. Make no mistake, there is some dark villainy being played out here, and when I thought of you mixed up in it, it was more than I could stand. I did not want to invite myself to the Hall – when you left London you seemed as though you were positively longing for a respite from my presence – but I could not bear to leave you to face danger alone. So I waited only long enough to receive the answer to an enquiry I had sent after your departure, and then I caught the train down here and have been living as you see, in secret, watching over you but not wanting to intrude."


    "'Not wanting to intrude'?" I exclaimed, feeling dazed. "Holmes, I specifically said that it would be best if you could come down to us."


    "But you lingered so long over writing it that I wondered if you really meant it at all," he admitted. "Watson, I am going about this in an entirely disorganised manner. Please do me the favour of sitting down for a moment, and letting me talk to you."


    He drew me towards a conveniently-sized stone block outside the door of his hut, his grip much firmer than his imploring words had been, and when I had seated myself he dropped to his knees before me, muddying his trousers, so that he could look up into my face and there was no possibility of my hiding my expression.


    "Holmes, your–"


    "Hang my clothes," he declared impatiently. "This is much more important. Now, Watson, after what you said just now I feel have to ask: are you still angry with me over the Culverton Smith business?"


    "I have been having thrice-weekly nightmares about it ever since it happened."


    The words fell from my lips almost against my will, as usually I would never permit myself to complain to him, but I could not suppress a small pang of vindication at the way his face tightened. He knew the tricks my sleeping mind could play on me; more than once following my return from Afghanistan he had been obliged to come upstairs and wake me from the throes of a particularly unpleasant dream. The frequency of such nightmares had declined since I had been home but, to my regret, had not disappeared entirely.


    Holmes seized one of my hands between his own and squeezed it tightly. "I am sorry, truly I am. I had no idea that you cared that much for me; I had not allowed myself to hope that perhaps you–"


    He broke off and looked away. I willed myself to remain silent while I watched his obvious agitation, wanting to let him finish whatever he was trying to say. For it was obvious, at least to me, who knew his every change in mood as well as my own.


    He drew a deep breath and visibly steeled himself, beginning firmly, "See here, Watson, I..." before seeming to lose heart and skitter away from the subject at the last minute, saying instead, "From the moment we heard about this case it was clear to me that we were dealing with a ruthless mind who would stop at nothing to gain his ends, and I wanted to ... I thought I had better..."


    "You did not think I could protect Sir Henry on my own," I finished tiredly, weary of all of the evasions. "I see."


    "No, you don't!" With this exclamation of annoyance he leapt to his feet and began pacing. Subtly, I flexed my fingers. Having Holmes's strong grip clasping my hand had been rather pleasant, after so long apart, and I missed the physical contact even as I sternly reprimanded myself for such weakness.


    "I trust you, I would trust you with my very life – need I truly remind you of all of our cases where I have done just that? I came here not because I believed you incapable, but because I have been most desperately worried for you. I could not stop thinking about the danger you so coolly agreed to face, was entirely unable to concentrate on anything else, and so I came down here and having been living in this wretched hovel so that I might be near you, close at hand should you need any assistance and yet not intruding on the time that you so desperately seemed to need."


    He had not bothered to button his jacket and it flapped loose as he moved, showing me that his lean physique was somewhat leaner than I remembered it, and his chin was shadowed with beard growth. On another man it would have passed unremarked but on Holmes, who was always so fastidious in his habits, it spoke volumes. "Wretched hovel" indeed.


    "You have been living here all this time? Outdoors, in late autumn, with barely an intact roof over your head?"


    "Yes." He made a wry face, the tension between us relieved momentarily. "I assure you, the rain of the past two days has rendered this one of the less enjoyable episodes of my life as a detective."


    A thought struck me, and I began, "So the man I saw on the tor, several nights ago–"


    "Was me, yes. When I saw the light from the hall, I knew that it must be you and Sir Henry venturing out onto the moor." He smiled at me faintly. "To come out to such a place, on such a night, in the company of Sir Henry – the man who was highly likely to draw an attack down on you both – was one of the most courageous acts I have ever seen in my life."


    "I knew it was you," I said, filled with amazement. "I don't know how but, on some level, I must have had an inkling; when I saw you, I felt the strangest thrill run through me."


    "Did you really?" he asked eagerly, sounding almost hopeful, and the next moment he made a frustrated noise and came to stand before me, looking determined. "This is utterly ridiculous, Watson; I am shilly-shallying around the point like one of my own more feeble-minded clients. What I wish to say is that I love you. There." He cleared his throat slightly louder than was necessary, and added, "I had thought that you were aware of it and were keeping silent through a lack of reciprocal feeling, which is doubtless the case, but just in case you weren't..." he made a helpless gesture. "There it is."


    "Do you really?" I could hardly believe my ears.


    If I was taken aback, then he appeared to be equally so. "Of course I do. How can you doubt it?" He turned away, but not in time to conceal the flush that was climbing up his throat. "I am aware that there are many more amorous encounters in your past than in my own, and as such our ... arrangement may not mean as much to you. I know I am not as forthcoming nor as open as yourself, and–"


    He was cut off by my mouth on his.


    I had thought that he saw this as nothing more than a convenient "arrangement" – as he had termed it – and had forced myself sternly to keep my distance, while he had taken my reticence for a lack of any deep affection for him. When the need for air forced us apart, I took a deep breath and then grinned at him, wanting to laugh aloud with giddy delight.


    "For a consulting detective, you have been most appallingly blind," I teased him.


    He had been still through surprise during our embrace, but now his hands settled lightly on my waist.


    "Does that mean that..." he began hesitantly.


    "It does. I am completely mad about you."


    The faint flush of mortification that had been rising up his neck had turned into a pink bloom across his cheekbones that I found quite enchanting.


    "I hoped you did," he murmured, one hand cradling my face. "I cannot tell you how many times I read the last page of that report and lingered over your last sentence. In my lighter moods I told myself to have hope, that it might mean that you felt more than you dared to commit to paper, and the next moment I wondered if you really wished for my company at all, and whether you had not merely felt obliged to add that social nicety."


    I shook my head at him in amused disbelief. "And here I thought that my every feeling for you was written all over my face. I thought you had deduced it months ago, and decided that you wanted none of it."


    Kissing me briefly, he muttered, "I didn't know, I swear to you. I hoped, but I didn't dare to presume."


    As his lips met mine again – more by touch than by sight, for it was now well and truly nightfall – I thought to myself that at least that went some way towards explaining the business with Culverton Smith. He had not realised that he was forcing me to witness the death of the man I loved, although even deceiving a friend to that degree was no small matter and we would most assuredly be having words on the subject at a later time.


    "When I saw you on the tor that night," I whispered against his mouth, "I wondered what passion of hatred could inspire a man to linger in such a place."


    By way of reply, his arms tightened around me and he murmured, "Ah, John. You underestimate the feelings you inspire in others. Passion, yes, but never hatred."


    After an all-too-brief period, we were interrupted from the embrace in the most dramatic fashion imaginable. A terrible scream – a prolonged yell of horror and anguish burst out of the silence of the moor, and the cry turned the blood to ice in my veins.


    "Oh, my God!" I gasped. "What is it? What does it mean?"


    Holmes had sprung away from me. "Hush!" he whispered. "Hush!"


    The cry had been loud on account of its vehemence, but it had pealed out from somewhere far off on the shadowy plain. Now it burst upon our ears, nearer, louder, more urgent than before.


    "Where is it?" Holmes whispered, and I knew from the shiver in his voice that he, the man of iron, was shaken to the soul. "Where is it, Watson?"


    "There, I think." I pointed into the darkness. "No, there!"


    Again the agonized cry swept through the silent night, louder and much nearer than ever. And a new sound mingled with it, a deep, muttered rumble, musical and yet menacing, rising and falling like the low, constant murmur of the sea.


    "The hound!" cried Holmes. "Come, Watson, come! Great heavens, if we should not reach him in time!"


    He had started running swiftly over the moor, and I had followed at his heels. But now from somewhere among the broken ground immediately in front of us there came one last despairing yell, and then a dull, heavy thud. We halted and listened. Not another sound broke the heavy silence of the windless night.


    I saw Holmes put his hand to his forehead, like a man distracted. He stamped his feet upon the ground.


    "He has beaten us, Watson. We are too late."


    "No, no, surely not!"


    "Fool that I was to hold my hand! But, by heaven, if the worst has happened, we'll avenge him!"


    Blindly we ran through the gloom, blundering against boulders, forcing our way through gorse bushes, panting up hills and rushing down slopes, heading always in the direction whence those dreadful sounds had come. At every rise Holmes looked eagerly round him, but the shadows were thick upon the moor and nothing moved upon its dreary face.


    "Can you see anything?"


    "Nothing."


    "But hark, what is that?"


    A low moan had fallen upon our ears. There it was again upon our left! On that side a ridge of rocks ended in a sheer cliff, which overlooked a stone-strewn slope. On its jagged face was spread-eagled some dark, irregular object. As we ran towards it the vague outline hardened into a definite shape. It was a prostrate man face downwards upon the ground, the head doubled under him at a horrible angle, the shoulders rounded and the body hunched together as if in the act of throwing a somersault. So grotesque was the attitude that I could not for the instant realize that that moan had been the passing of his soul. Not a whisper, not a rustle, rose now from the dark figure over which we stooped. Holmes laid his hand upon him, and held it up again, with an exclamation of horror. The gleam of the match which he struck shone upon his fingers, clotted by the ghastly pool that widened slowly from the crushed skull of the victim. And it shone upon something else which turned our hearts sick and faint within us – the body of Sir Henry Baskerville!


    There was no chance of either of us forgetting that peculiar ruddy tweed suit – the very one which he had worn on the first morning that we had seen him in Baker Street. We caught the one clear glimpse of it, and then the match flickered and went out, even as the hope had gone out of our souls. Holmes groaned, and his face glimmered white through the darkness.


    "The brute! The brute!" I cried, with clenched hands. "Oh, Holmes, I shall never forgive myself."


    The agony of those contorted limbs struck me with a spasm of pain and blurred my eyes with tears.


    "We must send for help, Holmes! We cannot carry him all the way to the Hall. Good heavens, are you mad?"


    For a horrified moment I wondered if his recent harsh living conditions had turned his mind, for he had uttered a cry, bent over the body, and now he was dancing and laughing and wringing my hand. Could this be my stern, self-contained friend? These were hidden fires, indeed!


    "A beard! A beard! The man has a beard!"


    "A beard?"


    "It is not the baronet – it is – why, it is my neighbour, the convict!"


    With feverish haste we had turned the body over, and that dripping beard was pointing up to the cold, clear moon. There could be no doubt about the beetling forehead, the sunken animal eyes. It was indeed the same face that had glared upon me on the night that Sir Henry and I had ventured onto the moor – the face of Selden, the criminal.


    Then in an instant it was all clear to me. I remembered how the baronet had told me that he had handed his old wardrobe to Barrymore. Barrymore had passed it on in order to help Selden in his escape. Boots, shirt, cap – it was all Sir Henry's. The tragedy was still black enough, but this man had at least deserved death by the laws of his country. I told Holmes how the matter stood, my heart bubbling over with thankfulness and joy.


    "Then the clothes have been the poor fellow's death," said he. "It is clear enough that the hound has been laid on from some article of Sir Henry's – the boot which was abstracted in the hotel, in all probability – and so ran this man down. But the question now is what shall we do with this poor wretch's body? We cannot leave it here to the foxes and the ravens."


    "I suggest that we put it in one of the huts until we can communicate with the police."


    "Excellent. I have no doubt that you and I could carry it so far."


    Once this sad task had been accomplished Holmes and I returned to Baskerville Hall, where Sir Henry greeted my friend with both pleasure and surprise, and I was left to gently break the sad news to Mrs. Barrymore.


    * * * *


    After supper I retired to my room immediately, since it was already very late. More pertinently, I had not had a moment alone since I had met Holmes at his erstwhile lodgings, and I desperately needed one. I sat by the fire meditatively, staring into the dancing flames. I was still filled with a sense of utter disbelief; I had thought him indifferent for so long that I needed some time to adjust my way of thinking and grasp the magnitude of my misunderstanding.


    For he loved me. He had said so, in words that could not be doubted.


    A soft tap at the door roused me, and when I opened it I found Holmes, attired only in his borrowed trousers and shirt, leaning against the doorjamb.


    "Good evening," he smiled at me. "I thought that perhaps you might like some company, or should I be in the way?"


    There was a trace of diffidence in his query, very faint but terribly endearing, and in reply I swung the door wide and gestured him inside.


    "My dear man, you are never in the way," I replied, sternly quashing the fatuous smile that was pulling at my own mouth. He had bathed and shaved while Sir Henry and I had been having supper, and as he brushed past me I caught the faint trace of his scent, overlaid by that of clean linen and soap.


    There is no sense quite so evocative as the olfactory one, and at the smell of him I was flooded with a sudden wave of desire that made my knees weak and my mouth dry. Closing the door, I quietly drew a deep breath and sternly counselled myself to be calm. It was true that, even before my departure, things had been strained between us to the extent that I had spent more nights in my own bed than Holmes's, but that did not automatically mean that Holmes had come here for any other reason than a simple wish for my company.


    When I turned back to him, I saw that he had settled himself on the settee by the hearth, stretching his long legs out towards the fire. In his hand he held a small dish that I had not seen when he had entered, and when he saw me looking at him he tilted it towards me invitingly.


    "I brought dessert. Mrs. Barrymore was kind enough to include it on my supper tray, and I thought perhaps you might like to share it."


    When Sir Henry and I had exclaimed over the quality of Mrs. Barrymore's cooking, her husband had intimated discreetly that, since the distressing discovery of her convicted brother living wild out on the moor, his wife had been throwing herself into her cooking with a single-minded focus. The results of this, as I could personally attest, rivalled those of the chef at Marcini's on the Strand, an establishment that was a firm favourite with Holmes and myself. Naturally, Sir Henry and I had every sympathy for Mrs. Barrymore's distress, but I would be a liar if I said that we had not been enjoying the fruits of her efforts. Dessert that night had been a chocolate mousse – one of the most divine I had ever tasted – and after I stirred up the glowing coals of the fire and sat next to Holmes he offered it to me with a wicked smile.


    It had been years since I had been forced to subsist on Army rations, but even so I had still not lost my opinion that anything more than the most basic, slapdash attempts at cooking were a luxury and now, as the bittersweet dark chocolate slid over my tongue, I could not suppress a small noise of appreciation.


    "I wonder if Mrs. Hudson would take it amiss if I asked Mrs. Barrymore to write down how to make this," I sighed guiltily. "I am sure that Mrs. Barrymore would not object to sharing it. But Mrs. Hudson already makes excellent desserts of her own."


    "I'll offer it to her," Holmes said, his eyes twinkling at me. After years of living together, he was well aware of my appreciation for fine cooking. "I shall come up with some pretext, and if I can't ... well, she will sigh and put it down as yet another of my trials on her patience, in addition to indoor target practice and the endless string of rogues arriving on her doorstep at all hours."


    I grinned at him in response and then, as I took another spoonful, Holmes said quietly, "I did miss you at Baker Street. It hasn't been the same without you."


    I did not intend to be cruel, nor to fish for compliments, but I could not stop myself saying, in wonderment, "And here I thought that it was all one to you whether I was there or not."


    "Never," he said fervently and, catching sight of my foolish smile, added, "You will find that I shan't say it often enough, and will doubtless still go for days without speaking, and fall prey to my "black fits", as you call them. But never doubt that I long for your company; I can't think how I ever got by before I met you."


    "And I yours," I admitted. "I have missed you terribly since I left."


    "So it was not just for the case that you invited me down here?"


    He arched an elegant brow at me and it was on the tip of my tongue to give a jesting reply to his rhetorical question but I could see, behind his habitual façade of calm detachment, the same shy wonder at the expression of my sentiments that I felt at hearing his.


    And so I leaned over to kiss him briefly before saying, quite seriously: "I have thought about you every day since I came here and, despite my best efforts to cut you from my heart, I have missed you constantly. Indeed, it began even before I left Baker Street – you know that it is possible to be in the same room as someone and yet feel that he is miles distant, gone somewhere you cannot follow him."


    "I do," he admitted softly, watching me with gray eyes that seemed almost luminous in the firelight. The intensity of his regard made me slightly uncomfortable, and I tried to change the subject as lightly as I could.


    "So then, where are you up to in your deductions regarding the case? Doubtless the whole affair is clear to you."


    "Ah, Watson," he shook his head and smiled at me affectionately. "As always, you downplay your own talents far too much. It is clear to you too, or at least it would have been after a couple of days of further investigations on your part. Perhaps it will help if I tell you that my investigations turned up the rather interesting fact that Stapleton is in fact also a descendant of Sir Hugo Baskerville."


    "Good God!"


    "Yes, you begin to see it now. Downstairs there is a portrait that I shall point out to you tomorrow, a portrait of the old villain that looks incredibly like Stapleton, to the extent that it might be the man himself. It is almost enough to convert a man to the doctrine of reincarnation."


    "But what will you do next?" I asked, agog to hear my friend's next move and he started to reply before hesitating.


    "You don't want to tell me," I said dryly, after a few silent moments of watching him shred his lip with his teeth. "You know perfectly well what you will do next but you don't wish to tell me, do you?"


    "But I will," he said at once. "If you truly wish to know then I will tell you; I have no desire to ever repeat the past few weeks."


    His face was a picture of agonised indecision and I was unable to help myself. I laughed.


    "Holmes, I have never seen such conflict on a human countenance. Very well, keep your secret; all will be revealed to me soon enough, I have no doubt. But you must promise me that you do not endanger yourself by your reticence."


    For I knew him well enough to be sure that were there any danger to any other life than his own then he would not hesitate to confide in me, but he was often appallingly careless with his own well-being.


    "I promise. But ... Watson, truly?" He looked slightly puzzled by my mirth. "You don't want to know?"


    I moved closer to him on the settee and felt him lean into my touch, pressing us together from shoulder to knee.


    "Of course I want to know," I said mildly. "You know that I am always fascinated by your cases. But I think that my desire to know is not so strong as your desire to keep your secret and only reveal all with a dramatic flourish at the end."


    "If you're quite sure..."


    "Hush. I am."


    Looking relieved, he grinned boyishly at me. "You realise that my reticence is entirely your fault. The way you look at me when I present you with the final result – without having explained my deductions as we go along – is the most wonderfully endearing thing I have ever seen; if I show you too much of my method of working then you will conclude that I am a very ordinary individual after all."


    "My fault?" I exclaimed, highly amused. "And I suppose that if I asked Lestrade about your demeanour before we met then he would tell me that you were the most garrulous fellow imaginable."


    "Well, perhaps not," Holmes admitted, delicately licking a smear of chocolate from one of his long fingers. "But I was slightly more forthcoming when not in your presence. That first time in the hansom cab outside Lauriston Gardens, you looked at me with such amazement. I barely knew you, but even then I thought that if I could manage to make this handsome chap look like that several times a week then that would be a rather good way to pass the time."


    Charming as the sentiment was, I found my attention drifting elsewhere. Holmes's hands had long held a fascination for me – being narrow yet strong, and capable of drawing heartbreaking melodies from his violin or knocking a man unconscious – and to watch him slowly sucking chocolate off his own fingers made warmth pool low in my stomach.


    When Holmes heard my half-strangled noise he turned to look at me. My feelings must have been written all over my face, for the next instant he said "Oh," very softly and drew his damp fingertips down my warm cheek and along the side of my throat.


    "Furthermore," he murmured, leaning in towards me, "my bed was far too large and empty without you."


    And then he kissed me. His lips tasted faintly of chocolate and I opened my mouth against his with a little gasp of relief. It felt like months since I had kissed him, as opposed to mere hours, and I cradled his face in my hands as our lips brushed and parted and met again.


    After a short while he pulled back and, thinking that his exhaustion meant that he had gone as far as he wished to that evening, I started to let him go. However, his intentions became clear the next instant, when he trailed the tip of one long finger through the last smear of mousse still clinging to the dish and then dragged it across my lips briefly before leaning in and kissing me.


    Smiling against his lips, I responded enthusiastically to this rarely-seen, tender side of my lover, and let him kiss the sweet, rich taste into my mouth. When we parted to breathe, I gripped his wrist and drew his fingers into my mouth, licking and sucking them until they were cleaned of every trace of chocolate and Holmes's eyes had gone very dark as he watched me.


    Finally, I let his fingers slide slowly out of my mouth, and he asked huskily, "Good God. Do you have the slightest idea of how much I want you?"


    "Yes," I answered unsteadily, acutely aware of the tremor in my own voice and of the fact that my trousers were beginning to feel decidedly constricting across my groin.


    With a low noise of impatience he surged forward and kissed me, bearing me down onto my back on the settee. I heard a gentle thud as the bowl fell to the rug, and then gave a choked exclamation as he pulled my shirt free of my trousers and pushed a hand underneath it, catching one of my nipples between his fingertips. His other hand was darting along my shirtfront, unfastening buttons, and when it was done he pulled the edges of my shirt apart and left off kissing me to press his open mouth to my chest. I gasped and arched up into his touch, aware of his hands smoothing along my sides and down to my hips. When he cupped my erection through my trousers and squeezed gently, my toes curled in my boots and I reached desperately for his own shirt fastenings as he leaned up for another heated kiss.


    Rather clumsily, we undressed each other. It was not one of our more coordinated or graceful attempts, but I could not bring myself to care; it had been many days since we had been intimate with each other, and weeks since we had shared a bed without the ghosts of things unsaid lying there with us, and I felt almost frantic to touch him. He had succeeded in stripping me of my shirt and shoving my trousers and underclothes down to my knees when he looked further down and muttered desperately, "For heaven's sake, why are you still wearing your damned boots?"


    "My apologies," I gasped as he climbed off me and slid gracefully to kneel at my feet. "Clearly I was unprepared for being ravished on my settee this evening. I shall make better plans in future."


    "See that you do," he growled at me, growing frustrated as he fumbled with the stout knots I had put in the laces. I leaned down, wanting to help, but he chose that moment to lean forwards to have a closer look and our heads collided with a force that surprised a muffled curse out of me.


    "For God's sake, John," he said wryly, when I carded my fingers through his dishevelled hair in mute apology. "Be careful. I have no desire for both of us to be found unconscious in your room, half-naked and in a decidedly compromising position."


    At last my boots were wrenched off and then, with no further delay, Holmes dragged the rest of my clothes off me before leaning forward and taking my erection in his mouth. All the air left my lungs in a rush, and I gripped the edge of the settee as he shouldered my knees wider apart and he let me slide further into his mouth. I dared not touch him, not even to stroke his hair as I was sometimes in the habit of doing; my knuckles were already white with the force of my grip and I thought that I would bruise that beautiful pale skin if I let my hands settle on his arms or shoulders. A particularly skilful flicker of his tongue forced a groan from my throat and my eyes were drawn to him involuntarily, to the sight of this extraordinary man on his knees in front of me, the shirt dragged half-off him to display the lean muscles of his chest and shoulders, his lips flushed as I slowly slid between them.


    Pleasure swelled sharply in me at the sight, and I had to look away. I let my head fall back to rest against the back of the settee and gasped blindly at the ceiling, dragging in deep, unsteady breaths and trying to calm myself as Holmes pulled back to stimulate the head of my cock with his tongue while his fingertips drew delicate patterns on the skin of my inner thighs.


    When he let me slide deep into his mouth once more, I redoubled my grip on the cushions and my thighs tensed against the urge to thrust up.


    "I want you."


    He had pulled back to speak, letting me slip free of his mouth, and my strangled gasp was equal parts frustration at the loss of sensation and relief as the edge receded.


    "Yes," I groaned, "whatever you want."


    I started to spread my legs wider, thinking that I knew where his thoughts tended, but he stopped me with a hand on each of my knees.


    "I had something else in mind, if you are in the mood to indulge me."


    "Yes," I stammered, feeling myself harden still further, "God, yes, absolutely–"


    The next moment he was in my lap, sitting across my thighs, his kiss cutting off my enthusiastic assent.


    For a brief period we did nothing but kiss breathlessly. For all that I was desperate to be inside him, I found his kisses to be utterly intoxicating.


    But Holmes had never been very patient when there was nothing to be gained by waiting. I pushed the loose shirt completely off his shoulders, but when I slid my hand inside the open front of his trousers he pushed it away with a growl and stood, pulling me upright.


    "Go and fetch your medical bag," he ordered me peremptorily.


    I knew what he thinking of and, by the time I had finished rummaging around and returned to the settee, he had stripped himself and was waiting for me, the firelight playing on all the dearly familiar planes and angles of him. I would have gone down on my knees and taken him in my mouth as I opened him with my fingers, but before I could do so he pulled me down to sit on the settee and climbed into my lap again, sitting astride my legs. He leaned in to press random kisses on my face, murmuring, "Like this," against my jaw before his mouth found mine.


    As in all things, I ceded to his request, and found it deeply erotic to feel the hitch in his breathing as I teased him with slick fingers, ghosting my touch lightly where he wanted firm pressure and feeling him writhe and groan softly against my mouth.


    Eventually I had two fingers sunk deeply inside him, watching greedily as he gasped and rocked back against my hand. His cock was hard and already wet at the tip, leaving damp smears on my stomach when he leaned forward to kiss me and tuck his face against my neck.


    I reached down to touch his cock, wanting to watch his face under the dual stimulation, but he pulled my hand away after only a few brief strokes, gasping, "No, don't. It's too much."


    Lacing our fingers together, he squirmed forward in my lap, nuzzling open-mouthed kisses against my throat and beginning to thrust against me in a steady rhythm that I recognised.


    "Wait."


    I put a hand on his hip to still him, and he sat up and said, "Now," reaching for the small jar that sat next to us on the settee. Digging his fingers into it, he gripped my erection and then it was my turn to gasp and bury my face against his neck as he stroked me.


    The next instant he was canting his hips forward and sinking down and we both groaned aloud as I pressed slowly inside him. Usually, I would give him a moment, to let him adjust to the intrusion, but this time he began to rock against me almost before I was ready.


    "My God," I groaned, grabbing at his narrow hips as he moved, "what in the world has got into you? It's enough to make one think that you've not ... when was the last time you got yourself off?"


    "Not since I left Baker Street," he moaned, eyes fluttering closed as one hand gripped my shoulder and the other reached down between our bodies to take himself in hand.


    "Not since you left–"


    "John, I have been living in a hut, remember. Decidedly not conducive to such self-indulgence."


    His reply to my incredulous exclamation sounded like his usual impatient tone, and my affectionate chuckle was abruptly cut off when he rocked down, pushing me further inside him, and moaned softly as he quivered with pleasure.


    "Easy," I whispered into his hair, "easy now, I've got you."


    "John ... oh God, John..."


    His knuckles were already wet where they rubbed against my stomach, such was his desire, and in reply I gritted my teeth and thrust up into him, feeling him already begin to tighten around me and tilting my hips to nudge the spot inside him that would make him–


    "God." He was shaking against me, his rhythm starting to falter as his muscles tensed. "I can't ... I'm nearly..."


    "Yes," I groaned unsteadily, "go on, I want you to."


    Reaching down between us I covered his hand with my own, squeezing his fingers tighter and encouraging him wordlessly, and it was all he needed.


    With a heartbreaking moan that was stifled against my shoulder, he tensed as he came, pulsing over our twined fingers. I gritted my teeth, conscious that I was moments away from my own finish but forcibly willing myself to wait, to hold on and keep driving into him at the same angle until he gasped and went limp against my chest.


    Then, and only then, did I let myself seize his hips and push up into him, feeling the tight heat around my cock and the last fading ripples of his orgasm, and I leaned forwards, blindly seeking his mouth. I could only manage one brief, clumsy kiss before my climax overtook me and I gasped out my pleasure, mouth open against his shoulder and tasting the faint perspiration on his skin.


    My memories of the rest of the night are vague and hazy-edged, attributable partly to the exhaustion that was overcoming me and partly to blissful contentment. Some moments later I stirred and found that Holmes seemed to be all but asleep on top of me, his head heavy against my shoulder. This was tremendously unlike him, especially given that he was currently engaged upon a case, but all the more endearing for that, since I deduced from this that his stay in the hut on the moor had been truly uncomfortable.


    It was down to me, therefore, to rouse us both enough to get into bed, for we certainly could not spend the night on the settee. Once beneath the blankets Holmes curled his long torso against mine and, in very short order, I followed him down into sleep.


    * * * *


    At breakfast the following morning, I found that I was ravenous. Holmes joined me at the table, although I suspected that it was more for the sake of my company than any real appetite on his part, for he never ate very much when engaged upon a case, and the knowledge made me smile.


    Sir Henry walked in as I was lingering over my second cup of coffee and listening to Holmes's account of what he had done thus far that morning, for he had been afoot earlier than I.


    "Good morning, Holmes," said the baronet genially. "You look like a general who is planning a battle with his chief of the staff. Did you both sleep well?"


    "Oh yes, very well indeed," said Holmes smoothly, without so much as a glance at me. "Last night's sleeping arrangements were a marked improvement on my hut, I assure you."


    I hastily took another mouthful of coffee, my mind flooded with the memory of how, bare hours earlier, Holmes's lips had moved gently against the back of my neck as he spoke.


    "'In dreaming, the clouds methought would open and show riches ready to drop upon me, that, when I wak'd, I cried to dream again.'"


    His voice was low and husky with sleep, and I smiled without opening my eyes. I had often heard him quote from the more martial of Shakespeare's works, but this was the first inkling I had had that he might know other, softer pieces.


    "Save that this is not a dream," I murmured softly, unwilling to break the morning's hush, "and you are very far from being a brutish, unfeeling monster like Caliban."


    "You must have thought me one."


    He was curled up behind me, one arm around my waist, and his warm palm smoothed circles on my stomach as I chided him softly, "Oh, hush. Let us not begin that discussion again; it is done."


    A comfortable silence fell between us. Last night, what with one thing and another, the curtains had not been fully closed and there was a chink of dark gray sky visible, beginning to lighten with the sunrise, and a shaft of light lying on my face. It was what had awoken me, but I was divinely warm and comfortable where I was and not at all inclined to arise and dispel it.


    Holmes stirred a little behind me and I knew that he would not stay much longer. Doubtless he had been awake even before me and his mind was already racing ahead, considering the strategy for the resolution of the case.


    As if on cue, he whispered into my hair, "I should leave and let you sleep."


    Smiling again, I reached down and twined my fingers with the longer ones resting on my stomach.


    "You should be asleep," I chastised him gently. "You must be exhausted after living in that hut for so long."


    "I can't," he admitted, shifting again restlessly. "There is so much to do if we are to bring things here to a successful conclusion. I shall sleep when we are back in Baker Street."


    Languorously, I stretched, hearing his breath stutter as the movement pressed my hips back against his morning arousal. The hand that had been caressing my stomach started to drift downwards, and I covered it with my own and encouraged him wordlessly.


    "Is there the slightest chance that I could persuade you not to arise just yet?" I asked, and gave a small moan as his fingers curled around my erection and began to stroke. There was a gentle kiss on my shoulder as he hummed in pleasure.


    "Oh, I would say there is a very good chance indeed. After weeks without you, I am like a starving man at a banquet."


    I came back to myself with a jump. Holmes had kicked me as he stretched out his legs under the table and I was sure it had not been accidental, for my face felt rather warm and I was conscious that a foolish smile was tugging at the corners of my mouth.


    "You look rather flushed, Dr. Watson," Sir Henry remarked, breaking off from a conversation with Holmes – which I had entirely failed to follow – that had left him looking slightly dismayed about something.


    "Do I? My goodness. I ... that is..."


    "I am not at all surprised," Holmes cut suavely across my stumbling reply. "That is your second cup of coffee; you must be rather warm by now."


    "Yes, I am rather," I agreed meekly.


    At the nape of my neck there was a bite mark where Holmes had sealed his mouth to my skin to muffle his noise when he thrust deep into me and came, triggering my own orgasm over the long, pale fingers wrapped tightly around me. The mark was faint and entirely concealed by my shirt collar, but even so it seemed to burn into my skin like a brand and when Holmes suggested, "Shall we set off, then?" I agreed without any clear idea of where exactly we were setting off to.


    Half an hour later, walking along to Coombe Tracey, Holmes glanced at me wryly and said, "Watson, I realise that I have said this before but it does bear repeating–"


    "I know," I muttered in embarrassment. "I have a very expressive face. You needn't tell me my flaws; I am making an effort to rectify them."


    He laughed, tucking an arm through mine as we walked. "I don't know that I would call it a flaw, for I happen to find it rather endearing. When you are not thinking about our personal lives, that is. Besides, I flatter myself that I am the only person of your current acquaintance who can inspire you to look like that."


    His voice was confident enough, but his face still held a trace of query. A trace that I was eager to dispel.


    "My dear man, you are correct, though you do not go far enough." I smiled warmly at him and resisted the urge to kiss him, here on the public highway in front of God and the world. "There is no-one else to whom I would entrust so much of myself as I have to you."


    * * * *


    The rest of the story was dramatic and gripping, to be sure, but for me the most important moment was on the hillside, outside that stone hut. Helping to save the life of an innocent man is something to be proud of for the rest of one's days, but I hope I will not be thought callous if I say that I received a gift during that case that I treasured still more.


    Holmes was still silent and uncommunicative for days at a time during the dull periods, or preoccupied to the point of obsession by a case, but such was his nature and so it had been since I first met him. The important thing was that he never again deceived me as he had during the affair with the poison box and he made more of an effort to include me in his plans. Though he never did lose his love of surprising me; he never told me the full story until after the exciting climax.


    Upon our return to Baker Street we were immediately plunged into two new cases – the card scandal of the Nonpareil Club and the supposed murder of Mlle. Carère – and I was forced to delay my desire to hear Holmes's deductions for the Baskerville case. He would never permit cases to overlap, and his clear and logical mind would not be drawn from its present work to dwell upon memories of the past.


    So all-consuming were the two new cases that it was only after Dr. Mortimer and Sir Henry Baskerville had paid us a visit – on their way to that long voyage that had been recommended for Sir Henry – that my patience was rewarded.


    After he had finished, and I was left marvelling yet again at his abilities, he stretched and fixed me with a hopeful look.


    "And now, my dear Watson, we have had some weeks of severe work, and for one evening, I think, we may turn our thoughts into more pleasant channels. I have a box for "Les Huguenots." Have you heard the De Reszkes? Might I trouble you then to be ready in half an hour, and we can stop at Marcini's for a little dinner on the way?"


    I smiled my assent at him. Clearly he was aware that he had been ignoring me for the past week in favour of card scandals and murder charges and now was eager to make it up to me, and it would have been heartless of me to refuse him when he looked at me like that.


    In my life, I have found that other men can and do take offence at such a pattern in their most intimate relationship. Yet I will admit that I find it easy enough to bear thanks to the knowledge that, underneath it all, Sherlock Holmes is quite as devoted to me as I am to him.
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