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The answers come in the shape of a woman – Elizabeth Sigerson.
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(Events particular to Watson’s last chronicle are in italics)
1878
Watson graduates as Doctor of Medicine—London University
Second Afghan war begins
Watson travels to Bombay
Date uncertain—events of “The Adventure of the Gloria Scott”—Holmes’ first case, while still in college.
1880
Battle of Maiwand—Watson received his wound in the shoulder (which later became a wounded leg)
Two unnamed cases while Holmes was living in Montague Street.
Year uncertain—the events of “The Adventure of The Musgrave Ritual”—third case in Montague Street.
1881
Watson returns to London, meets Sherlock Holmes, and together they move into 221B Baker Street.
October—the events of “The Adventure of the Resident Patient.”
1882
March 4 (year imprecise)—events of “A Study in Scarlet,” Watson’s first introduction to Holmes’ work.
Events of the Trepoff Murder case in Odessa—a case mentioned in passing by Watson.
Events of the case of the Atkinson Brothers at Trincomalee—a case mentioned in passing by Watson.
Events of the Case concerning the Royal family of Holland—a case mentioned in passing by Watson.
1883
Early April—the events of “The Adventure of the Speckled Band.”
Date uncertain—the events of “The Adventure of Silver Blaze”—Watson living at Baker Street.
Early spring (year uncertain—the events of “The Adventure of the Yellow Face”—Watson living at Baker Street.
August (year uncertain)—the events of “The Adventure of the Cardboard Box”—Watson living at Baker Street
Summer (year uncertain)—the events of “The Adventure of the Greek Interpreter.”
October (year uncertain)—the events of The Hound of the Baskervilles.
1887
February (year uncertain—Watson still living at Baker Street)—the events of “The Adventure of the Beryl Coronet.”
April 14—Holmes falls ill in Lyon, from overwork. Watson summoned.
April—the events of “The Adventure of the Reigate Squire.”
July 7/September (both months are mentioned.) Year uncertain, might be 1886—the events of “The Sign of Four.”
Autumn—the events of “The Adventure of the Noble Bachelor.”
(Month uncertain)—Watson’s marriage to Mary Morston
Late September—the events of “The Five Orange Pips,”—in the story Watson says his wife is visiting her mother, yet his wife (Mary Morston, who he met in the case of “The Sign of Four”) is an orphan.
Events of the Adventure of the Paradol Chamber—a case referred to by Watson, but never written up.
Events of the British barque “Sophy Anderson”—a case referred to by Watson, but never written up.
Events of the Camberwell poisoning—a case referred to by Watson, but never written up.
1888
March (year uncertain)—Watson buys medical practice in Paddington.
July—first of two possible dates for the events of “The Adventure of the Norwood Builder”—Hilton Cubitt refers to the Jubilee of the previous year, and Watson is living at Baker Street (which is anachronistic for both possible dates—see 1889). Logically this is the more likely year, for if Cubitt had been referring to the second Jubilee, it would have been natural for him to qualify that he meant the second Jubilee, not the first.
20th March—events of “A Scandal in Bohemia.”
Summer—the events of “The Adventure of the Crooked Man”—shortly after Watson’s marriage.
June 3, Monday (year uncertain)—the events of “The Boscombe Valley Mystery.”
June (year uncertain)—the events of “The Adventure of the Stockbroker’s Clerk”—Watson dates this case three months after the purchase of his private practice.
July—the events of “The Adventure of the Naval Treaty,”—occurs in “the July which immediately succeeded my marriage” (Watson).
July—the events of “The Adventure of the Second Stain”—in this story, Watson state that the case’s international ramifications mean that the year and date should remain vague. Yet he states the year and the month in passing reference in an earlier story as July, 1888. This is contradicted in the actual story, in which Watson states the events occur in autumn. Assumed that Watson is attempting to misdirect.
July—the events of “The Adventure of the Tired Captain.”
1889
Early Spring (year uncertain)—the events of “The Adventure of the Copper Beeches”—In this case, Watson appears to be living at Baker Street, which would place the date as pre-1887, yet Holmes talks about the cases of “A Scandal in Bohemia” and “A Case of Identity.” Assumed Watson is a temporary guest.
Friday, June 19th—the events of “The Man with the Twisted Lip”—Watson’s wife calls him “James”. It is from the slip that it has been established that John Watson’s second initial must stand for Hamish, which is Scottish for James.
Summer—the events of “The Adventure of the Engineer’s Thumb.”
December 27 (year uncertain)—the events of “The Adventure of the Blue Carbuncle.”
November—the events of “The Adventure of the Dying Detective”—occurred in the second year of Watson’s marriage.
Year uncertain—events of “The Valley of Fear”—Watson states it is the end of the ‘eighties.
1890
Month uncertain—events of “A Case of Identity.”
June—Events of “The Red-Headed League.”
1891
Holmes in France working for French Government
January 4—Holmes “crossed swords” with Moriarty.
January 23—Holmes “incommoded” Moriarty.
Mid February—Moriarty “seriously inconvenienced” by Holmes.
Friday April 24—the events of “The Adventure of the Final Problem*”:
- (a.m.) Moriarty visits Holmes
- (p.m.) Holmes visits Watson
- Saturday April 25: Moriarty visits Homes—a.m.
- Sunday April 26: Travel to Brussels
- Monday April 27: Brussels—Holmes telegraphs London police
- Travel to Strasbourg
- Evening—away reply
- Move on toward Geneva
- Tuesday April 28—Sunday May 3
- Travel up the Rhone Valley to Leuk
- Across the Gemmi Pass (in snow) along the Daubensee, through Interlaken to Meirengen
- Sunday May 3: Stay at Englischer Hof., Meirengen
- Monday May 4: Intend to cross the hill and spend the night at Rosenlaui
- Stop off at the Reichenbach Falls. There the Swiss boy delivers the message which sends Watson back down the hill to Meirengen.
- Moriarty confronts Holmes.
The events related in The Chronicles of the Lost Years begin.
1892
Late March—the events of “The Singular Experience of Mr. John Scott Eccles (‘A Reminiscence of Mr. Sherlock Holmes’).” Perhaps because it was reminiscence, Holmes can be forgiven for getting his dates wrong—he was in Tibet at the time he claims this case took place.
1893
December—Colonel James Moriarty writes a report which causes Watson to respond with his story of Holmes’ confrontation with Moriarty at Reichenbach—publication of “The Adventure of the Final Problem.”
1894
March 30th—the events of “The Adventure of the Empty House*.”
Date uncertain—the events of the case of the Papers of the ex—resident Murillo—a case merely referred to in passing, but not written up.
Date uncertain—the events of the case of the Steamship “Friesland”—a case merely referred to in passing, but not written up.
Summer (?)—date uncertain—the events of “The Adventure of the Norwood Builder”—Watson writes that “Holmes had been back for some months” and refers to the above two cases.
Late November—the events of “The Adventure of the Golden Pince-Nez.”
1895
February (year uncertain)—the events of “The Adventure of the Missing Three—Quarter.”
Saturday April 23—the events of “The Adventure of the Solitary Cyclist.”
Month uncertain, but prior to July—events of the case of the death of Cardinal Tosca—referred to by Watson, but not written up.
Month uncertain, but prior to July—events of the case of Wilson, the Canary trainer—referred to by Watson, but not written up.
July (1st week)—the events of “The Adventure of Black Peter.”
November, 3rd week—the events of “The Adventure of the Bruce-Partington Plans.”
Date uncertain—winter—the events of “The Adventure of Charles Augustus Milverton.”
Month uncertain—the events of “The Adventure of the Six Napoleons.”
Date uncertain—the events of “The Adventure of the Three Students.”
1896
Early in year—the events of “The Adventure of the Veiled Lodger.”
1897
March—events of “The Adventure of the Devil’s Foot”—Holmes is forced to take a holiday in Cornwall because of ill health.
Winter (month uncertain)—the events of “The Adventure of the Abbey Grange.”
1898
Tuesday May 14 (year uncertain)—the events of “The Adventure of the Priory School”—This is the earliest possible date, for Lord Holderness was married in 1888 and his son, the subject of the case, was ten years old.
July—second of two possible dates for the events of “The Adventure of the Norwood Builder” (See 1888).
1899
Summer—month uncertain—events of “The Adventure of the Retired Colourman.”
1902
Late June—the events of “The Adventure of the Three Garridebs.”
September 3—the events of “The Adventure of the Illustrious Client.”
Early September—the events of “The Adventure of the Creeping Man.”
1903
January—the events of “The Adventure of the Blanched Soldier.” Holmes himself related this tale, although it wasn’t published in The Strand until over a decade later.
Month uncertain—Holmes retires to the Sussex Downs to study and indulge in bee-keeping.
1907
July—events of “The Adventure of the Lion’s Mane” (after retirement, in Sussex). This is the second case Holmes narrates himself.
1915
August 2—the eve of World War I—the events of “His Last Bow.” The reunion of two old friends.
Watson joins old service (Fifth Northumberland Fusiliers), shortly after this case.
____
Undated cases:
“The Adventure of Shoscombe Old Place” (Watson at Baker Street)
“The Adventure of the Red Circle”
“The Disappearance of Lady Frances Carfax” (After Crimean war)
“The Adventure of the Three Gables”
(Summer)—”The Mazarin Stone” (Watson not at Baker Street)
November—”The Adventure of the Sussex Vampire”
October—”The Problem of Thor Bridge” (Watson at Baker Street)
*Both “The Adventure of The Final Problem” and “The Adventure of The Empty House” are included in this book as a bonus. Continue reading at the end of Chronicles of the Lost Years.
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_________________________
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Queen Anne Street, December 1903
IT WILL COME as a considerable shock to readers who know Sherlock Holmes only through my writings in The Strand magazine that my assertion that he was unique and certainly the most fascinating of subjects was fraudulent. There was another I knew—as equally as fascinating an individual. Her name was Elizabeth Sigerson.
It would seem appropriate that these two highly individual people should meet and indeed they did, in the spring of 1891 when Holmes was expending nearly all his energy in the final battle of wits with Moriarty.
Because of the omission of facts I have given the public concerning my very singular friend Sherlock Holmes, I feel I should complete the record here and if by some chance this memoir comes to light in a distant time, then so be it.
To begin at the beginning and include all the facts I must go back to the winter of the year 1891.
Winter of that year was unruly and unpredictable and I cannot recall another season that was so out of character as that year’s. Experts spoke of magnetic fluxes about the globe and the more common folk pondered the unusual arrays of temperature and the truly remarkable extremes. Record levels of snow would fall for two days, then unseasonable days of sunshine would turn the falls to floods.
The weather appeared to affect every person’s temperament and the number of crimes rose to an astonishing level. Sherlock Holmes was busy investigating numerous mysteries and would often of an evening arrive at my fireplace to bemoan the sheer quantity of his work and its correspondingly poor quality. Always he remarked on the common underlying cause of each motivation.
“Always it is the weather that is blamed, Watson.”
“Impossible! In every single circumstance?”
“I admit the little puzzle I was asked to solve today was not a result of the weather, but the weather did cause me to become acquainted with it sooner than some person anticipated.” He stretched his feet out to the fire.
“What puzzle was that?”
“A set of clothes found upon Dartmoor.”
I felt a small disappointment. “That seems a little ordinary,” I ventured to remark. “Clothing is abandoned and lost every day.”
“Not clothing like this,” Holmes replied. He stood and removed a cloth bag from the hat rack and emptied the contents onto the table. I moved closer and examined the clothing, trying to utilize my powers of observation as Holmes did.
I fingered the items, separating them. A shirt. A pair of trousers, waistcoat and a jacket, collar and cuffs and their pins. All were cut in small proportions. On the shirt, waistcoat and jacket there was a small tear in correspondingly identical positions. It was obvious that whatever instrument had caused the tear had passed through the material of all three garments in one pass. It would have to have been exceedingly sharp.
Holmes was watching me and I shrugged. “Perhaps the suit belongs to a youth. It is a peculiar size. Beyond that, I cannot guess.”
“These clothes were made for a woman,” he told me. He held up the trousers, displaying the length of leg. “The size of the waist is disproportionate to the leg for a man, but for a tall female, these would suit. The woman that owned these clothes was in her late twenties to early thirties and a liberal thinker. Unmarried, red-headed and neat. If it were she who secreted them, she is forward planner and in trouble of some sort. She is in hiding from some person or agency and these clothes would distinguish her too readily if found in her possession. My general impression is that she is highly intelligent and uses her mind logically. A unique woman I would very much like to meet, but I am afraid that is out of the question.”
I looked again at the clothes. “How on earth…?”
Holmes smiled good naturedly and threw himself into the chair. “I had a slight advantage, Watson, for I saw where this cloth bag had been secreted and well hidden it was, too. It was sheer unfortunate chance they were discovered. They were buried out on the moor, beneath a stone that was well covered with snow. Whoever it was that buried them—and I strongly suspect that it was the owner of the clothes, for she would not be the sort to let them fall into a stranger’s hands—she obviously intended that the clothes remain safely hidden under the snow, but the weather has undone her plans.”
“But to conclude she is red headed and unmarried….” I prompted him with disbelief tingeing my voice.
He moved his hand toward the clothing. “I gave you a clue, Watson. I drew attention to the proportion of waist size to leg. The neatness of the waist indicates she is young and has had no children yet. A married woman’s husband typically would not allow the frivolous activities indicated by these clothes, so she is unmarried. She is a liberal thinker and that is indicated by the styling of the clothes. Whatever their purpose, it would take a woman of rare talent to exploit them. Recall Irene Adler, if you will.
“She is neat, because the clothing has been cared for and was folded carefully inside the bag. This also indicates they have not been entirely abandoned. She is a redhead, as several long strands of hair about the collar of the jacket indicate.
“That she is a forward planner is indicated by the removal of any identifying tags at the neck and waist of each garment and their careful hiding place, which also indicates her desire to keep their owner’s identity a mystery. She thought she might need to retrieve the garments one day and did not throw them in the river or down the sewers. Hence my impression that she is intelligent and in trouble.”
“And the logical thinking?” I asked, allowing my admiration to reveal itself upon my face.
“She has carefully obliterated any possible evidence I might have seen near the hiding place and has managed to successfully disappear into the city and remain hidden for the two days I have been searching for her. The trail is cold now and I won’t find her without considerable effort.” Holmes leaned back in the chair, stretching out his legs.
“No, she is a very clever woman, Watson, who is hiding very successfully. It is a pity we will never have a chance to unravel the mystery, but my time is too limited.”
It would have been the end of the affair. I was concentrating on my practice and there were many cases of the elderly, frail and infirm succumbing to the rigors of this peculiar winter and I was busy.
For the greater part of January Holmes was in Europe, going about his mysterious affairs. Just as the winter deepened its hold in February, I received a new client. The lady’s name meant nothing to me, so it was with something of a shock that I found myself facing a tall, red-headed woman. A quick glance at her left hand confirmed her status as an unmarried woman.
She complained of a series of headaches. These were easily remedied with an application of salicylic powders, which I prescribed for her. Throughout the short interview I found my mind engaged instead on wondering if she was Holmes’ mystery lady.
However, by the time I showed her to the door I had convinced myself that coincidence does not stretch that far. There would be a good many red-headed ladies in London—even tall, neat and beautiful ones. The chances that Holmes’ redhead had actually called on me professionally were too slim.
Again, I all but forgot the incident. Holmes returned from Europe in March for a short sojourn before taking up his activities in France once more. I called to see him on one of the nights that he was not out and about on his business and we shared a companionable meal before settling in front of the fire and exchanging the considerable amount of news of each other’s lives since Christmas.
It is here that my story departs from that other I have previously related. For as I was searching my memory for any other scraps of news that Holmes would find interesting, I recalled my red-headed patient.
“Do you remember that mysterious redhead you were trying to trace…the one with the male costume?”
Holmes nodded, his eyes closed and his pipe jutting out aggressively.
“Last month I had a new patient who could have doubled as your mystery lady. It surprised me. I thought your redhead herself had appeared.”
Holmes sat abruptly upright, dropping his pipe into his hand. “Describe her,” he commanded.
“That’s just it, Holmes. Her description tallies almost exactly with your conclusions. Redhead, tall, trim, neat. It’s difficult to judge forward planning and intelligence with a quick ten minute interview, but she certainly wasn’t a fool.”
Holmes stood up and moved to the mantelshelf. “And her name?”
“Miss Elizabeth Sigerson.” I felt a little bewildered by his reaction. “You don’t think it was your redhead, surely?”
“Why not? It makes a certain kind of sense. Quite apart from an inner certainty I have had that we would one day meet.”
“But it is stretching coincidence a tad, isn’t it?”
Holmes rubbed his brow. “I wish you had told me earlier. As it is, I’ll have to hurry the arrangements. Would you be able to arrange for her to meet you at your consulting rooms on a professional basis?”
“Well, yes, certainly, if you require it. But why, Holmes?”
“For some reason she is afraid of me. She wants her clothes back, Watson, and she is making an indirect approach through you. She fears that if I see or speak to her I will deduct some truth she is keeping secret. So, we must woo her cautiously and time is limited. I’m due back in Paris tomorrow, so it will have to wait until I return. I will send you a cable when I know the date and you can arrange for the appointment.”
I felt a bit winded. I had related my trivial story only to amuse Holmes. “Yes, of course,” I agreed slowly.
“Good. Now, tell me all about her, Watson. Every detail…every nuance.”
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On April the 20th, a Monday as I recall, I received a cable from Holmes informing me he would be arriving back in London on the Thursday. That was all the cable stated, but I had not forgotten his instructions and set about arranging the interview with Miss Sigerson. I sent her a note stating I wished to review the effectiveness of the treatment I had prescribed for her and requesting her presence on Thursday afternoon.
I received a prettily worded letter back asking to change the time to seven o’clock in the evening for she was working as a typewriter and could not leave earlier. On Holmes’ arrival I informed him of the interview and invited him to share our supper before Miss Sigerson arrived.
Accordingly, he appeared on my doorstep in the late afternoon, looking tired and much used, yet with the same keen look in his eyes that I remembered from whenever he was on the scent of another mystery. I questioned him at the time concerning his health and confessed my curiosity over his doings in Europe, but apart from hinting heavily about the gravity of his deeds, he would say nothing more.
“It is all settled now, Watson. In four days it will be over. I wish to forget it for now and enjoy myself with this lighter, more unusual mystery.”
At seven o’clock we descended the stairs to my consulting room and I pushed the door open to enter, only to fall back in confusion. I held onto the doorknob, preventing Holmes from following me into the room. ``Miss Sigerson,” I said, both in greeting to her and a warning to Holmes.
“Doctor.” She stood. “I suppose I must apologize for waiting in your room, but it is late and I preferred not to wait in the street.”
“Yes, of course. That is quite all right.” I was unsure of whether to enter and close the door, thus risk exposing Holmes, or to back out on some pretense. I had been caught completely by surprise. All the investigative tasks Holmes had coached me to complete during the interview fled my mind.
Miss Sigerson studied me carefully with her candid green eyes and I saw her glance thoughtfully at the door. Then she put her head to one side. “Doctor Watson, you have asked me here under a falsehood.”
I stared at her blankly.
She shook her head. “Never mind. I will see to it myself.” She moved to the door, stepped around me and into the corridor. I saw Holmes straighten from his resting place against the wall. “Mr. Holmes, why don’t you come inside?” she asked him. “It is cold out here.”
“Miss Sigerson.” He walked into the room and patted my shoulder. “Never mind, Watson.”
Elizabeth looked at me kindly. “Your face gave you away, Doctor Watson. Do you ever play whist?”
Holmes sat against the edge of my desk. “Yes, and he loses—quite badly.” He studied Elizabeth. “Red hair, trim, neat….”
Elizabeth allowed him time to scrutinize her properly. She held out her hands. “My sleeves, Mr. Holmes. You find a woman’s sleeves most revealing, I believe.”
He leaned forward to examine them. “Thank you,” he said gravely. “Why did you not want me to see you?”
“I believed you to be in Europe.”
Holmes examined her face closely. “You are not denying you consulted Watson as a means of regaining your clothes?”
“I had genuine reason for seeking a doctor. I merely combined the two. Are you prepared to return my clothes to me? They are very difficult to replace. Understanding seamstresses are hard to find.”
Holmes smiled. “Yes, I sympathize. You may have them back. They are in my rooms at Baker Street.”
“Thank you.” She turned to pick up her gloves.
“Where is the knife that cut them, now?” Holmes asked, addressing her back.
Elizabeth slowly turned back to face him. Her face was quite still. “I beg your pardon?”
“The knife. It was a knife that caused that very neat tear. Through so many layers, too. Aimed right here—” and he touched his breast pocket. “Whoever was wielding it was in deadly earnest. I was wondering what became of the knife. It wasn’t with the clothes.”
“I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about. The clothes were not torn when I left them.”
Holmes straightened from his slouch. “Of all the very small mistakes you have made, that is the most telling. To me, a man trained in the observation of minutiae, the complete absence of such details about your person shouts of secret purpose.”
Elizabeth bit her lip. “This is what I feared,” she confessed. “That if we ever met face to face you would detect my covert motivations.”
“There is no need to fear me if your intentions are good,” Holmes replied. “Covert or overt. But you must explain, now, these discrepancies.”
Elizabeth visibly wavered.
“Come, Miss Sigerson, explain. I have about me at this very moment some of the most dangerous, desperate criminals of the century. I cannot afford to play loosely with even the slightest of suspicions. Tell me.”
Elizabeth shook her head. “I cannot. Please believe me when I say I wish I could. I have nothing to do with these criminals you fear and would clear myself if I could. My intentions were benign. I have nothing but deep admiration and respect for your abilities, as reported by Doctor Watson.”
“Yes, that is clear by the length you went to avoid my scrutiny.”
Elizabeth sighed. “I want my clothes back. That is my chief aim. I believed you to be in Europe and thought it would be an ideal time to approach Doctor Watson, establish contact and eventually ask his help in reclaiming them, thus staying out of your way and creating the minimum of disturbance.”
“That was most considerate of you,” Holmes replied dryly. “It must have dismayed you to learn the police had asked me to examine the clothes when they found them.”
“Considerably, at first, but then I realized that they would have appealed to you sooner or later. It was inevitable. I knew they would find no answers.”
“Yes, you made quite certain of that. However, you fear I might and that is why you want them back.”
“I blame myself entirely for this mess. At the time I was dazed and sick and not thinking clearly. I should have destroyed them utterly.” She finished quietly, almost to herself, “It is a mistake I won’t make again.”
Holmes frowned. “The person whom you were hiding from, they are no longer a threat?”
“I have solved that problem,” she replied.
Holmes walked up and down the room once, thinking. “If you would care to accompany us, Miss Sigerson, you can collect your clothes now.”
“And then?”
“And then you are free to go.”
“I would believe that only when you replace the safety catch on the revolver you are holding in your pocket,” Elizabeth replied.
Holmes glanced at her sharply, then with a short amused laugh he pulled out the revolver and ostentatiously replaced the safety catch before dropping it back in his pocket. “Come Watson, let us collect Miss Sigerson’s cherished possessions.”
Holmes called up a hansom and handed Elizabeth in. He gave his address, then settled back into the seat and closed his eyes. Elizabeth kept her gaze on the passing scenery. The entire trip was silent. On our arrival, Holmes opened the door, hurried up the stairs and threw open the door of his sitting room while I paid off the cabby. I climbed upstairs and found him removing the cloth bag from the top drawer of a bureau. Elizabeth stood just inside the door.
He tossed the bag on the sofa.
Elizabeth picked it up. “Thank you,” she replied.
“I’ve not solved your mystery, Miss Sigerson,” Holmes said suddenly. “I have other more pressing matters on hand that prevent me from following up your puzzle. You should consider yourself fortunate, for it is clear you fear my discovering the truth.”
“No, I do not fear you, Mr. Holmes,” Elizabeth replied, her voice mellow and I detected a hint of amusement. Evidently Holmes did, too, for he fixed her with his keen gaze, but a sudden shout out on the street made him whirl toward the window. His gun was withdrawn from the pocket and he carefully pulled the curtain aside by a small fraction to peer out.
“I suggest you leave, Miss Sigerson,” he said shortly.
Elizabeth studied his tall motionless figure and the gun in his hand. Wordlessly she turned and left.
I moved to the other window and peered out, too, but there was nothing remarkable to be seen. Holmes dropped the curtain and looked about the room. With a shrug he pocketed his revolver and looked at me. “I shouldn’t have returned here. This place is not safe for me at the moment.”
“Then come home with me,” I insisted.
“I will remain here for the night, now. I need to think and I prefer my own hearth for that.”
“Then I will remain here, too,” I replied.
He was pleased. “Thank you. That would be a great comfort to me.”
“Holmes, won’t you tell me what this is all about?” I burst out. The thing had been pressing on my mind. “You’ve dealt with Miss Sigerson now and had your leisure. It is clear you consider yourself in danger. I would be of more assistance to you if I knew what was happening.”
It was then he told me of Moriarty and his gang and the plans Holmes had been painstakingly following for nearly twelve months in an effort to outwit the most dangerous criminal in England. He explained to me the details of his expected coup in four days’ time and the waiting game he was playing now.
I spent an uneasy night in front of the fire after that and it was with some relief I watched the sun rise outside the windows. Holmes read my thoughts easily.
“It is not a sign to relax our vigilance,” he warned me. “Moriarty is a clever man and he understands that night fears disappear in daylight and will use it to his advantage. But there is no need to starve while we wait. I will scare up Mrs. Hudson and request a large breakfast.”
We were almost through the excellent meal when there was a knock on the door and Moriarty himself entered. I have written elsewhere about this extraordinary interview and the repugnance the man created in one. In my public account of the event, I omitted the fact that I was there. In this account I am free to describe the conversation as I saw and felt it.
Moriarty and Holmes exchanged words that held the form of politeness, but they were really taking the measure of each other as part of their preparations for the final combat due in three days’ time. From my observations I deduced that I was right to be as uneasy as Moriarty made me feel. Menace radiated from him even though he spoke civilly.
I also omitted Moriarty’s very last parting words from my account. For he turned at the door and looked back. “There is one other thing we share, Holmes.”
“Oh?” Holmes replied coolly.
“Our taste in redheads. She is very beautiful.” He laughed and slipped out the door.
Holmes’ face held a momentary shock, then his eyes narrowed thoughtfully. I fell back into my chair. “I didn’t believe we would come out of that alive,” I confessed.
Holmes threw off his dressing gown and reached for his jacket, dropping the revolver into the pocket.
“Quick, Watson! We haven’t a moment to lose.” He grabbed his coat and rushed out the back door, where he hailed a passing hansom. He rattled out the address as he climbed in and I recognized it immediately;
“Why, that’s Miss Sigerson’s address!”
“Exactly,” Holmes agreed. He remained silent for the remainder of the short trip and sprang to the pavement as the cab slowed. “Pay the driver to wait, Watson!” he called over his shoulder.
I hurriedly dispensed coins and instructions and followed Holmes up the steps into the house. It contained an extraordinary amount of activity for the time of morning. Holmes was asking rapid questions of a matron in dressing gown and night cap, and her answers were shrill.
“Screaming, hysterical screams and thumps and yells and deep voices,” she was saying. “Then heavy bootsteps on the stairs and muffled noises. I just froze to my bed.”
Holmes turned to me. “Get the police, Watson, if someone hasn’t already.” He turned toward the stairs and climbed rapidly.
I in turn looked at the matron.
“We have already sent for the police,” she said primly.
I followed Holmes up the staircase. On the first floor a door stood ajar. Holmes had placed himself in the middle of the room it served and was carefully observing the furniture.
“We’re too late, Watson,” he said softly.
“I don’t understand, Holmes. Miss Sigerson said she was no longer in trouble.”
“Moriarty,” Holmes replied shortly. He straightened from his examination of the bed and picked up an envelope on the bureau. It was addressed to him. Rapidly opening and reading it, he gave a snort of disgust, crumpled the note up and threw it on the floor. I picked it up and smoothed it out.
I doubt this note is necessary, but I will trouble myself with explaining the obvious to ensure the situation is perfectly clear. If you insist on continuing with your plans, Miss Sigerson will be delivered to your door—one piece at a time.
Moriarty
• Chapter Two •
_________________________
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I READ THE note once more, appalled. “Holmes, we’ve got to get her from him.”
“Possibly,” Holmes said absently, examining the carpet.
I felt myself spluttering indignantly. “We must!”
Holmes straightened and placed his lens back in his pocket. “There is no point rushing in heroically until we have established that Miss Sigerson needs saving.”
I was still puzzled and he added patiently, “It could be a bluff, Watson.”
“You mean, she is a part of Moriarty’s gang?”
“It would certainly explain some of the mystery surrounding her, wouldn’t it?”
I considered the matter. “I find it hard to believe,” I admitted.
“That is because you have been charmed by her looks.” Holmes glanced around the room once more, then closed and locked the door. “I could be wrong about her. I will put the Baker Street Irregulars onto it. I certainly cannot move about the city freely and they will soon discover where she is.”
Our return to Baker Street was uneventful and the wait long and tedious. As Holmes had pointed out, there was little he could actively do. He had put in motion the only avenues of inquiry open to him and any public movement by him would threaten both his life and Elizabeth’s.
“I cannot jeopardize the plans, Watson. Three more days is all I need.”
Finally, about two o’clock that afternoon, one of the leaders of Holmes’ squad of street urchins appeared in our doorway. He tipped his hat at Holmes. “Guv.” He handed Holmes a scrap of paper and Holmes dug into his pocket and extracted several coins. The boy accepted them and scampered from the room.
I pushed my notes aside as Holmes read the scrap.
“A warehouse, dockside. Appropriate enough,” he said briefly. “The boys were attracted by a woman’s screams for help.”
I felt the beginnings of horror. “Holmes, surely that must tell you she is innocent.”
“I refuse to speculate where Moriarty is concerned. I will accept only facts. Let us go and observe.”
Forty minutes later we found ourselves scaling a large expanse of roof shingles. Our object was a skylight that Holmes had spied on his first inspection of the front of the warehouse we had been directed to. His initial intention was to scout the top floor of the building the skylight served and if unoccupied, to enter, and use this indirect approach to the warehouse next door.
I lagged somewhat behind on account of my leg and Holmes reached the skylight and peered through the glass before me. He pulled back instantly as though the glass had been hot and waved me to silence and caution. I approached him over the final feet of shingle very carefully.
“The Irregulars seem to have made a mistake concerning which building Moriarty is in control of,” he said quietly, “Unless he has both. Look – very carefully, Watson.”
I peered into the skylight cautiously. Almost immediately below me was what appeared to be an empty room, dusty and disused, the floorboards dark with age and possibly discolored with oil. There were outlines here and there that seemed to suggest machinery. The machines had all gone and the only furniture in the room was a low divan. Elizabeth lay on the divan, resting on her side.
I pulled back carefully. “We appear to be in luck,” I commented quietly.
“It seems a little too easy,” Holmes replied, looking about the roof.
I felt a tiny flame of irritation. “Oh come, Holmes. You’re really carrying this a bit far. You are entitled to a piece of luck every now and again.”
He smiled at my irritation. “I will keep that in mind.”
I took another long look through the window. “She is either asleep or unconscious.”
“Asleep,” Holmes said shortly. “I imagine she is sleeping off the effects of the concussion she received from the blow to her head.” He was busy uncoiling rope from around his waist. “Did you notice the bruise on her forehead? Or the handcuffs? Or the guard by the door?”
I hadn’t and looked through the pane yet again, confirming Holmes’ observations.
“It appears she has been caught up in this adventure against her will,” Holmes continued. “Moriarty may have read more into our relationship than was there, but her innocence ensures I am as tied as Moriarty intended. So we must save her as you wished, Watson.” He loosened the final twist and piled the rope onto the roof. “Are you comfortable?”
“Comfortable enough.”
“Good. We may be here until nightfall. If you would be so good as to check through the skylight regularly and let me know when she wakes?” He settled himself full length against the pitch of the roof and closed his eyes. I suspect it was the only uninterrupted sleep he’d had for the last few days. Only Holmes could manage to relax so completely, right in the very heart of his enemy’s lair.
Just on sunset, I saw Elizabeth begin to stir. I pushed at Holmes with my foot to wake him and we both watched her rouse from sleep.
Holmes looked about him again. “There is nothing we can use for a lever or pivot,” he said. “Unfortunate. Still, I don’t believe Miss Sigerson will prove to be an impossible weight.” He coiled the rope carefully. “We cannot open the skylight until the last moment, for the change of air pressure will alert the guard. On my word, Watson, I want you to lift the frame open as fast as you can and then wait until I have hauled the rope up. You will help Miss Sigerson out.”
“Do you think she will understand what is required of her?”
“I have no doubt she will. Ready? Now!”
I hauled the skylight open, throwing back the pane. Holmes tossed the rope down into the gap and settled himself into a stance that would give him maximum purchase on the shingles, the rope in his hands.
I peered into the room. The rope had landed right in front of Elizabeth and she glanced up quickly. I waved her on encouragingly and she lifted her cuffed hands and caught the rope between them. “Now,” I told Holmes, but he was already hauling on the rope, hand over hand, his eyes glittering with concentration and his jaw clenched with effort.
I watched Elizabeth’s ascent anxiously. The guard was racing toward her and she was barely out of his reach. However, Elizabeth remained clear-headed enough to wait until he was within range, then she kicked out with her boot and caught him a well-calculated and powerful blow in the face. It was enough to keep him occupied with his own miseries for the few seconds she needed to be drawn high out of his grasp.
When her hands reached the lip of the skylight Holmes stopped hauling and by the expedient of reaching down and grasping her waist in one arm, I managed to lift her up onto the roof. She lay full length, her eyes closed and I could well imagine the fear and relief mixing in her blood.
Holmes dropped the rope and crouched beside her. With one of his fine metal instruments he unlocked the cuffs about her wrists. “How bad is your concussion, Miss Sigerson?” he asked.
Elizabeth sat up, rubbing her wrists. “For goodness’ sake, call me Elizabeth. Miss Sigerson is such an awkward mouthful.” She was smiling.
Holmes looked at me inquiringly.
“Very mild, I’d say,” I judged quickly, studying her eyes. “She is coherent enough.”
Holmes looked amused. “Very well…Elizabeth. We must hurry.”
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We reached my consulting rooms two hours later, after completing a tortuous route to throw off any pursuers. Our escape from the roof of the warehouse had been dogged by several guards, whom we fought off before escaping into the alleys and subways of the London dockside. Holmes’ familiarity with the myriad little ways and paths was our saving, I believe. The trouble we had reaching safety did quell Holmes’ concern that the rescue had been suspiciously easy.
I locked the door behind me and sat Elizabeth in a chair to examine her injuries. There was some bruising about a small cut on her forehead. “Did it bleed much?” I asked.
“I don’t know,” she replied. “It knocked me unconscious. When I came to, somebody had already dressed it.”
“So you were unconscious for a while,” I concluded.
She nodded. “They attacked me outside my room last night. That’s not when I received this—” and she touched her temple. “I tried to raise as much noise as I could, but they held a rag to my face. It smelt…would that have been chloroform?”
Both Holmes and I nodded.
“When I woke I was quite ill and I found myself in that room in which you found me. My hands were cuffed. There were two guards, who took turns watching me. I could hear traffic somewhere nearby and decided I would attempt to draw attention to myself again. I began shouting and calling for help.” She looked up at Holmes. “I am aware of what you call your Baker Street Irregulars. Is that how you found me?”
“Yes.”
“Then this blow has been worth the pain.”
“The guards hit you?” I asked, appalled.
“To keep me quiet, yes.” She smiled at my expression. “They warned me several times to stay silent, but I persisted.”
I reached for my medical bag. “I have something for the headache. How do you feel, otherwise?”
“I don’t feel either weak or ill, now. The fresh air and the exercise have done me the world of good.”
I turned to Holmes. “Let me look at your hand, Holmes.”
“It is nothing,” he said absently, examining the broken skin about his knuckles briefly before sliding his hand into his pocket. He was leaning against my tall bureau, frowning. “Perhaps you will explain to Elizabeth the events she has become involved in while I consider our next move?”
I nodded and proceeded to give her the facts as Holmes had related them to me. She listened quietly and without interruption, her eyes on my face. Finally, she turned to Holmes and said soberly; “I appear to have been a nuisance to you, Mr. Holmes. I do hope I haven’t spoiled your plans?”
“Not now we have retrieved you. Did you see Moriarty at all?”
“I saw no-one that resembled Watson’s description. I believe I was being held by employees. It puzzled me, the attack, for I could fathom no reason for it, but now I understand.”
“You are both going to have to travel with me,” Holmes said, his mind apparently settled. “Moriarty has introduced a new twist to the match and I haven’t the time to shore up my defense. Everything I have planned will come to fruition in three days’ time, so for three days I must keep myself and both of you out of harm’s way. We must leave England.”
“Just like that?” I queried.
“Do you wish to die?” Holmes asked me harshly. “For obvious reasons I cannot leave Elizabeth here. For those same reasons I will not leave you behind. Come, Watson, you’re always looking for adventure. Here is one for you, filled with genuine danger and difficulty.”
“Well, of course I will come,” I replied. “If only to keep your neck firmly attached to your shoulders.”
“Thank you,” he said. He turned to Elizabeth. “I am afraid I must insist, Elizabeth. For your own safety.”
“I concur,” she agreed simply. I was delighted to see Holmes’ disconcerted expression. He had not expected such a commonsense response. “When are we to leave?”
Holmes outlined his plan.
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The next day at dawn, we began to execute our individual roles in Holmes’ carefully coordinated escape from London. My own part I have already related elsewhere and I have indicated Holmes’ task. Elizabeth was warned not to return to her room, which she had readily agreed upon. Both Holmes and I were puzzling on how to protect her for the rest of the night when she said simply; “Provide me with ten pounds and I will look after myself. It is clear we cannot remain together. I will meet you tomorrow on the train.”
Holmes gave her the funds without demur and she bid us goodnight before slipping from the room and disappearing through the tradesmen’s entrance at the back of my house. That was the last I saw of her until I arrived breathlessly at Victoria Station the next morning. I had just tussled with an Italian priest who had insisted on my services as translator and was heading for the train when I collided with a Sister of Mercy. The thought occurred to me that I was beset by the church when I focused on the startling green eyes beneath the wimple. “Elizabeth?” I breathed softly.
She nodded a little and picked up her carpet bag again. “Let me help you, Sister,” I said more loudly for the benefit of eavesdroppers. I assisted her onto the train. “I didn’t know you,” I said quietly as we made our way to our compartment.
“It was the only way I could think of to disguise my hair. Holmes hasn’t arrived?”
“No.” I made a small sound of annoyance as we reached the compartment, for the Italian priest was sitting quietly on the seat, his cane between his knees. “I have just had the most infuriating conversation with that silly priest. I don’t speak a word of Italian.”
Elizabeth put her fingers to her lips, suppressing a smile. “Oh,” she murmured simply, examining the priest through the glass.
I strode into the compartment and attempted to explain to the man that he was in the wrong seat. I found both my voice and my temper rising. After a moment, Elizabeth put a calming hand on my arm. “Leave him. He seems harmless enough.”
I threw myself into a seat. “Where’s Holmes? That is what I want to know.”
Elizabeth sat opposite me, next to the priest. “I have no doubt he will be on the train in time. Relax, Watson.”
I continued to watch anxiously through the window, growing steadily more anxious with each passing moment.
“Well, Watson, aren’t you going to greet me hello?” Holmes’ voice asked me, to my utter amazement. I jerked my head back to look at the priest. “My god!” I breathed, as the face filled out into the familiar lines and planes of my friend.
Elizabeth laughed softly. “I told you, didn’t I?”
Holmes turned to her, his face sinking back into the aged creases of the priest. “What gave me away?”
“You knew?” I asked of her.
She pointed to the hands resting on the walking stick. “You made a casual movement with your hands when we walked in and moved them into a position that looks quite awkward. It could only have been to disguise your knuckles, which you shredded last night.”
“I am impressed,” I said.
“Moriarty does not know of my knuckles, so if that is all that gave me away I am safe. For the moment. Now, I suggest we behave like strangers, at least until the train departs.”
Obediently, we studiously ignored each other until the train had pulled away from the station, when Holmes rose and shed his priestly garments and became once more the familiar figure I knew. He relaxed back into the seat. “I am glad to see you both made it through. Did Mycroft say anything to you, Watson?”
“Mycroft?” I repeated blankly.
“He was the large coachman who drove you here.”
I shook my head, bewildered.
“Elizabeth, did you notice anything strange or unusual on your way here?”
“I don’t believe I was followed. I spent the night at the convent I was raised in and traveled here with a group of nuns. Moriarty couldn’t possibly have traced me.”
Holmes considered her. “No. I don’t think he would have outguessed your movements.” I heard just the smallest note of amusement in his voice and studied Elizabeth anew. She appeared to have unsuspected talents.
Holmes lit a cigarette and fell into an introspective silence. Elizabeth, remaining in character, drew out a pocket copy of the Gospel and read quietly. I, having lacked the foresight to bring any reading matter with me, sat back and gazed out of the window at the passing scenes.
We were nearly to Canterbury when Holmes spoke. “I don’t for a moment suppose Moriarty has missed all three of us. I know he traced one of us as far as Victoria, for I saw him scanning the platform as I came on board and he will guess my plans to leave the country. So we are going to have to abandon our luggage and our comfortable berth and alight at Canterbury.” He gave us his plans to cross the country to Newhaven and then cross the channel to Dieppe, on the French coast.
“So we are limited to taking only what we can carry ourselves. Elizabeth, can you limit yourself to essentials and a few days’ rough living?”
She pushed at the carpet bag at her feet. “I only have this bag.” She stood up and tugged at the fastenings of her habit. “Holmes, could you help me? These things are not designed to be cast off quickly.”
I stared up at her in amazement. “Elizabeth!”
Holmes smiled at my discomfort and reached up to untie the fastenings at the back of her wimple.
“Holmes!” I exclaimed, fast becoming horrified and confused.
Elizabeth quickly shed the long black flowing habit and threw it aside. She stood revealed in men’s trousers, shirt and waistcoat, her hair tightly fastened at the back of her head. I fell back against my seat, lost for words and not a little relieved.
She opened the carpet bag and pulled out and donned a soft brimmed hat and jacket. I watched in fascination as she adjusted the hat to cover her hair and shade its burnished sheen. “Do I pass?” she asked Holmes, who had watched the transformation with detached, clinical interest.
“Straighten your tie and pull your cuffs down,” he said, after a minute inspection.
Elizabeth complied.
“If you remain silent and keep your face from close inspection, you will pass. It would be wise to keep your hands in your pockets to disguise them and act as a callow, sullen youth. It was an excellent piece of forward planning.”
“Then you didn’t suggest it, Holmes?” I asked.
“No.”
“But you expected it. You knew,” I pointed out.
“You forget, Watson, what first brought Elizabeth to our attention.”
“Ah, yes,” I said, recalling the other set of men’s clothing.
Elizabeth smiled. “I foresaw we might have to flee on foot. I thought it best to be prepared for the possibility at the very least. And running is difficult in skirts.”
Holmes peered out the window. “Canterbury. In about three minutes.” He stood and picked up his hat.
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I have related earlier how we found ourselves hiking across to Newhaven and our race across Western Europe. Holmes and I were old hands at fast cross-country travelling. I suppose I expected our progress to be much slower with a woman in the party, but it was not so. Indeed it was I who had trouble keeping up.
On the third day we paused at a stream to refresh ourselves and I offered the flask to Elizabeth from which to drink. She sipped and handed it back. “You look exhausted, John,” she said, tucking her long legs up against her chest.
Holmes turned to study me. “Elizabeth is right. Is your leg troubling you?”
“A little,” I answered reluctantly, rubbing the knee. “It is nothing.”
“I want to reach the Swiss border tonight. Think you can manage it?”
“I will manage,” I said shortly.
Holmes examined me again, then turned away. He and Elizabeth exchanged looks before he abruptly walked away.
Elizabeth turned to me, troubled. “Are you sure you can manage?”
I watched Holmes’ retreating back. “In truth, I don’t know. So far the knee hasn’t started to swell. That is usually a good sign I am going to be laid up for a while.”
“Why didn’t you tell him that?” she asked.
“He has the bit between his teeth. I have seen him like this before. If we weren’t with him he’d probably walk all day and all night. I know of one occasion when he worked five days without cease. He collapsed afterwards, of course, but only when he’d solved the case.”
Her candid eyes were troubled and I looked away, a little embarrassed. “He is worried,” I told her truthfully. “He cannot keep in touch with the London police out here and he is afraid they will blunder the job of rounding up Moriarty’s gang. He feels the weight of responsibility for us, too.”
“You don’t want him to worry anymore?” she asked softly.
“No.”
“You’re very loyal, John,” she told me. “What if I ask him if we can rest in an inn for a couple of days? Would that help your leg?”
“It might, but I wouldn’t suggest it. He is quite single-minded and any delays would make him impossible to be near.”
“Perhaps after he has heard from London he will relax a little,” Elizabeth suggested. “I could try then.”
For the next forty-eight hours, Elizabeth was never far from my side and whenever I felt myself back sliding or faltering she was there with a helping hand or quiet word of encouragement. Holmes was not aware of her subtle delaying tactics. On one occasion she pretended to have a cramp in her side, giving me five minutes’ grace in which to rest my leg, while Holmes fumed, scanning the horizon anxiously. She buffered his impatience and kept me going and by the time we reached Strasburg and the hotel to which Holmes had arranged to have his most urgent cable addressed, I was quite in awe of her abilities.
Elizabeth was kicking the ground like a sulking youth and I was resting on a flat rock in the low rays of the sun, when Holmes emerged from the hotel foyer with the cable in his hand.
“Well?” I asked simply as he reached us.
“Moriarty escaped.” Holmes crushed the cable in one hand and threw it to the ground. “He escaped.” His voice was deeply bitter. He looked out across the mountains, screwing his eyes up in the sunlight. Abruptly he turned and walked away again.
I sighed. “Unfortunate. He has spent nearly a year building the trap and in the end it fails to catch the mouse.”
Elizabeth picked up the cable, smoothed it out and read it. “All the others were rounded up. All except Moriarty.”
I rubbed my leg wearily. “I wonder what Holmes will decide to do next?”
Elizabeth considered carefully. “We will have to leave Strasburg. Moriarty may trace us here through the cable. Can you go on tonight, John?”
“I will have too.”
“I will try and help.”
“You have been,” I assured her. I felt a sudden bitter frustration. “I am getting too old for this sort of thing.”
“Nonsense,” Elizabeth scoffed. “You’re no older than Holmes.”
“Holmes thrives on this. It is his meat and bread. Now he knows the outcome, you watch him. He seems to quiver with the excitement of it all.” I sat up. “I prefer to live my excitement vicariously.”
Holmes returned then, striding rapidly. “It is clear Moriarty will flee London. He has nowhere to go. I have had my revenge on him, yet he is still at liberty, his organization in ruins. He will come after me and when we meet, death will be on the agenda.” He studied us both. “You must return to London. It is safe enough there for you now. Certainly it is much safer than my company.”
I protested. “I refuse to even consider it, Holmes. I could be of help.” It was the beginning of an argument that lasted for nearly thirty minutes. I insisted on remaining with Holmes and he was his usual intractable self, demanding I return. Elizabeth stayed well out of the argument, merely observing our heated exchanges. I did not like her hearing some of the truths we threw at each other, yet I judged the situation important enough to ignore such considerations.
Then Holmes drew her into the argument. He indicated her. “Very well, then. If you will not return for my sake, do it for Elizabeth. You can hardly countenance her continuing on this dangerous adventure. You must take her back to London.”
I laughed shortly. “I have you there, Holmes. With all due respect to Elizabeth, I will not leave you even to return her to London. You cannot argue that she will slow you down because for the last three days she has more than kept up with you and managed to help me along as she was doing it.”
“I know,” Holmes replied, surprising both of us. He waved his hand impatiently. “I will find you a pensione to stay in,” he told her.
“I am coming with you,” Elizabeth said flatly. “You’re not discarding me like a cast-off shoe. You insisted I come this far. I insist I continue with you.”
Holmes threw up his hands. “Can I not make you understand? Moriarty is going to search for and find me. When he does he is going to do his very best to kill me. He is not going to concern himself with preserving innocent bystanders. If you come with me you will be in equal danger.”
“We understand that,” I said, speaking for us both.
“Very well, Watson, it is your decision. However, in all conscience I cannot allow you to come, Elizabeth.”
Elizabeth put her hands on her hips. “Tell me, Holmes, have you always been so damned obstinate?”
I sucked in my breath, shocked. I turned to where Holmes stood, motionless, his thin features frozen. Then he smiled, the expression blossoming with humor. “I know my assumptions are right. Why should I salve your pride by doing what I know is dangerously incorrect?”
“Pride has nothing to do with it. I owe you my life, Holmes. You hauled me out of Moriarty’s grasp in London. You could have left me there. I was of no importance to you and you had more urgent business to think about. So I stay. Besides, I could be of some use to you. Give me your revolver.”
Holmes handed over his gun.
“John, throw that glass up into the air, please.”
I picked up the tumbler the inn had supplied with our lunch and threw it high into the air. Elizabeth aimed and fired, then dropped her chin as glass fragments pattered about the ground around our feet. She held out the revolver and calmly brushed glass pieces from her hat brim.
I laughed, delighted.
Holmes silently replaced the spent bullet and put the gun back in his pocket.
Elizabeth pushed her hands back into her pockets. “Besides, I will not sit back in safety and let a fellow human being go off and get himself killed. Not while I can do something about it.”
Holmes turned his back on us, walking about the gravel. I merely watched. Finally he half turned and said over his shoulder; “I want to be well on the way to Geneva tonight. We leave in ten minutes.”
Elizabeth caught my arm in her hand in a totally spontaneous expression of comradeship. Holmes walked away, his hands deep in his pocket.
“I believe, deep down, he is touched and pleased,” I told her.
“So now we must deliver our promise and watch out for him. And ourselves,” she replied.
• Chapter Three •
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WE CONTINUED OUR journey through springtime Europe. On any other occasion it would have been a wonderful walking tour, but that week held hellish overtones. Even though I know now the outcome was a happy one, I can easily and clearly recall the deep despondency I afterwards suffered. It was to stay with me for three years.
Holmes’ awareness of fate waiting around the corner I did not exaggerate, nor the counterpoint charm of the countryside. Elizabeth was a cheerful, energetic, thoughtful companion and I believe Holmes all but forgot her womanhood, so well did she fall in with our habits. However, he did not forget the last small lingering issue of doubt clouding over her, until she cast the doubt aside for all time.
It was an evening around a campfire, as we had failed to reach a village or farmhouse before night overtook us. Elizabeth had proved her capabilities to us by this time and we thought nothing of sitting down where we were to spend the night. We had passed over the Gemmi that day and a falling rock had nearly taken Holmes. Holmes had instantly assumed foul play. He had become increasingly tense after that, dampening the holiday spirit that had begun to develop and eventually even our guide became uneasy. We paid off the guide at the next village and Holmes insisted on continuing on while daylight lasted. Consequently, darkness found us in a low, deserted valley and we stopped for the night.
“You are wondering if you have brought your fate along with you,” Elizabeth said quietly, some time later. I looked up, surprised at her voice and words. They were facing each other across the fire. Holmes was watching her steadily and I sensed some sort of dénouement was about to take place. I put my note book down quietly.
Holmes looked away from her gaze, which held as unwaveringly as his own. He threw a small twig on the fire. “It would not be the first time I have been betrayed by a woman.”
“You cannot brand womanhood with the same tainted brush because of the doings of one woman.”
“I did not say just one. Every woman I have dealt with professionally has had ulterior motives.”
“I see. So now you are wondering what my own motives are?”
“You have a surprisingly long list of skills and talents, all tied up in the prettiest of packages. The combination is disconcerting and could have been designed to do just that.”
Elizabeth studied him. I sensed she was judging him. “Very well,” she said softly, yet I could hear the steel quality of decisiveness in her tone. “I will put myself in your hands. I will give you the leash that will tie me to you and you may do with it what you wish.” She paused, choosing words. “You were seeking the location of a knife. Do you still wish to know its whereabouts?”
“Where would I look?” Holmes asked sharply, his eyes narrowed speculatively.
“In the same grave as the man who was wielding it,” she said shortly.
“You killed him?”
“And buried him, yes.”
Holmes sat back, regarding her, his eyes glittering with satisfaction and eagerness. “I suggest you give me the complete story.”
They had forgotten me completely. I was still staring, astonished, as Elizabeth continued.
“Dressing in male costume has been a habit of mine since I was fourteen. I enjoy the freedom of movement and social independence it allows me. However, I am not blind to the possible complications that could arise over mistaking my intentions, so I also carry a gun with me whenever I go on my excursions over the moors. I learnt how to use it, too, as I could not see the purpose of threatening if one couldn’t deliver the threat.”
I must have made some small sound in reaction to this, for Elizabeth glanced at me. She must have read disapproval into my expression, for she shrugged. “I have been alone in the world since I was three years old. A foundling soon learns the hard facts of life. Because I am a woman, I was doubly disadvantaged. I have had to work to support myself and the only positions I could attain were as governess, teacher, or nurse. None of them appealed to me. I held a job as a typewriter before this adventure and even that was beginning to pall. My only pleasure was my long solitary walks upon the moors. Last winter the trouble I was always prepared to guard myself against occurred.”
Holmes lit a cigarette. “A man. A shepherd?” he guessed.
“Yes. I came too close and he saw me for what I was. He was too fast for me and trapped me against an outcrop of rock and the bog. He had a knife, as you have already surmised and his intentions were perfectly obvious.”
I felt an ache in my hand and glanced down to find my hands both tightly fisted. I willed my fingers to unfurl and lifted my gaze back to Elizabeth’s face.
She drew in a deep shaking breath and forced herself to continue.
“He thrust me to the ground and I believe that had I been wearing skirts my fate would have been quickly sealed. As it was, he had trouble with…the fastenings.” Elizabeth stopped and swallowed. “Must I continue?” she asked Holmes.
He leaned forward. “You shot him with the gun you always carried,” he said, sparing her.
She nodded. “I could see no other way out of my predicament. I shot him and I managed to lift his body off me and I dragged him toward the bog, intending to throw him in. But the shock of what I had done struck me then and I lay for a while, too sick and dazed to do anything. After a time—I do not know how long—my mind slowly began to work again. I knew that what I had done was murder, yet I had killed only to defend myself. The man was…an animal.” She whispered the word with abhorrence. “He had boasted to me of other conquests while he was preparing himself, but I knew no-one would believe me if I attempted to recite his claims.”
She stopped and looked into the flames, her eyes distant, her mind focused on the memory. “So I buried him. I knew the bog would eventually reveal its booty if I dumped him there. It was clear nothing but burial would do. I found a suitable place and pushed the snow aside and with a rock, his knife, and my bare hands I carved out a shallow grave. I rolled him, the knife and the gun into it and covered him over. I knew the snow would obliterate any trace of the grave by the time the ground thawed. I very carefully removed any sign of human activity in the area, then changed back into my skirts. My walking clothes were wet and filthy, so I washed them in a still running stream and carried them five miles away where I buried them under a rock. I knew I could not walk off the moors carrying them, for if the body was ever found, I would be remembered. I intended to come back for them in the spring. Then I destroyed any clue in the area that might point to my identity.”
She looked up at Holmes. “I kept your reputation in my mind as I did so and tried to match my wits against yours. I believe to a certain degree I succeeded.”
I let out my breath. “It must have taken you hours!” I exclaimed.
Elizabeth nodded. “Two days,” she said softly. “I was very ill by the time I felt I could safely leave and not be noticed and remembered.”
Holmes threw his cigarette into the fire. “Your mistake was contacting Watson.”
“Yes. I knew that even as I contacted him. But I had been ill for weeks and dazed. When I finally recovered, I didn’t know if the police had discovered the body or the clothes, or if the game was up. I was desperate to know what my fate was to be. I combed through back issues of papers at the newspaper office and found a very small article stating my clothes had been found and Sherlock Holmes had been brought in to investigate. You can well imagine my terror. I didn’t believe for a moment I had managed to outwit you. I was quite sure I had overlooked that one vital clue that you would discover and that it was only a matter of days before you would arrive on my doorstep to arrest me. When that didn’t happen I became more deeply disturbed.”
She stared into the fire. “I haven’t had much practice as a criminal. I believed you were playing with me. So I learned John’s address and consulted him on a medical matter. My intention was to coax him into talking about the clothes, to see if I could gain an indication of what was happening in your investigation. As soon as I walked into the room, John started and stared at me as if I had the word ‘murderer’ tattooed on my forehead. It was all I could do to carry through with the interview and leave. There was no need for me to trick him into talking about the case. I’d already had my answer.” She sighed. “So when you wrote to me, John, asking me to return, I believed it was the end. I fully expected that when I arrived the police would step in and arrest me.”
I gasped. “Yet you still came!”
“I couldn’t see the point in prolonging the inevitable. I truly did believe it was the inevitable with the famous Sherlock Holmes on my trail.” She gave a very small laugh. “You can imagine my amazement when I realized a few minutes into the interview that, contrary to my belief, you hadn’t solved the entire puzzle. I was quite light-headed with relief. Up until Moriarty’s men abducted me, I thought I could finally reclaim the reins of my life.”
We sat in silence for a long moment. I was filled with horror at what Elizabeth had put herself through. Quite apart from her narrow escape on the moors, she had lived a life of silent dread for months.
Holmes said softly; “Have you proof of any of this, Elizabeth?” His words were the gentlest I had ever heard him address toward her before.
She frowned. “I am not sure it is evidence, but it will corroborate part of my story.” With an embarrassed hesitation she unbuttoned her waistcoat and pulled her shirt and undergarments up. She twisted her body around so that we could both see a vicious red, recently-healed scar on the skin high up over her ribs.
I sucked in a breath in reaction. “Who doctored those stitches?” I said, appalled. “He should have his license withdrawn.”
“That would be difficult,” Holmes replied. He reached out to lower her shirt down again. “As the doctor was never qualified in the first place.”
Elizabeth looked at me. “I did it,” she said softly.
The enormity of her undertaking shocked me anew and I shook my head, unable to express myself.
Elizabeth looked at Holmes as she tucked her shirt back in. “So there you have it, Holmes. I am in your hands now. As you can see, I have nothing to do with Moriarty, my mystery has been cleared up and you have the means to keep me immobilized. As you are renown across Europe, you have merely to inform the police at the next large town we call on and they will ensure you are rid of me.”
Holmes studied her closely for a while. “I am not a court of law,” he said softly.
“Your reputation is built on a zeal for justice.”
“As Watson will tell you, my definition of justice and the law’s sometimes conflict.” He sat back and lit another cigarette. “Besides, neither of us can judge you guilty of murder when we ourselves have both killed in self-defense.”
“I do not understand,” Elizabeth replied, her voice low and strained. I believe that is the only time I have ever heard her utter those words.
“You have paid enough for your mistake,” Holmes replied. “Your secret is safe with us.”
Elizabeth’s face seemed to crumple and for a brief moment I thought she was about to cry. She dipped her head and when she lifted her chin again her face was smooth and under control. “Thank you,” she said, her voice hoarse with unshed tears.
Holmes got to his feet. “I suggest Watson give you his professional opinion on your needlework,” he said, indicating her side. He walked away.
Elizabeth’s secret was full of horror, courage and resilience. My admiration for her lifted even higher after her confession. I do not believe I was ever troubled by my conscience over what was technically a murder. To me, the world was less one shepherd and well rid of him at that. As Holmes pointed out, we had both killed in self-defense, too. Though I am not sure I would ever be able to compete with Elizabeth’s self-control in attending her own wound after all she had achieved on the moors.
It also explained her cheerfulness under our rough camping conditions. In comparison to what she had already lived through, to her our walking tour must have felt very much like a stroll in the park.
The events that culminated in that week are well chronicled. On May 4th, 1891, Holmes and Moriarty met, grappled, and fell into the fatal depths of the Reichenbach Falls. Elizabeth’s fate as an innocent bystander appeared to be as deadly as Holmes had predicted, for her body was not found, either.
Although I could only speak publicly of my grief over Holmes’ death, privately I was mourning for both of them. Even then my sorrow for the loss of Elizabeth was no less than that I felt for Holmes.
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Holmes’ dramatic return, three years later, was the dawning of a new era after a long dark night. I believe that from the moment Holmes revealed his identity to me in my consulting rooms and I was acquainted with the gigantic deception he had played on the world, up until the time of Moran’s arrest, I was mildly bemused and possibly even a little hysterical.
I took no notes of the events at all and later had to prompt Holmes into reminiscing when I came to write up the case. I spent most of that evening watching Holmes and marveling that the man was actually alive and here in London. Later that night when we were settled in front of the fireplace at Baker Street, the solid reality of it began to filter through.
Holmes stretched himself out in the chair. “Ah, Watson. It is good to be home.”
I sat back, sipping my brandy. “Holmes, you have been very good to give me the broad spectrum of your journeys, but one glaringly obvious particular has been overlooked.”
Holmes smiled. “Nothing has been overlooked.”
“Well then: What has happened to Elizabeth? You assured me she was well and safe. But where is she?”
“Standing behind you, John,” Elizabeth said quietly, right beside my shoulder.
I jumped to my feet and turned, startled beyond measure. “Elizabeth. It is good to see you,” I said truthfully.
She held her hand out to me in greeting and I drew her closer toward the fire so that I might look at her. She was quite as tall as I remembered and her hair the same glorious burnished copper. My recollection of her had not diminished in the slightest.
“It is so very good to see you, John,” she said, smiling. “You do not know how hard I found it to watch you from that ledge above the Falls. It was only Holmes’ own more dangerous situation that kept me silent.”
“I am glad you survived. When I thought Holmes dead, I believed you were, too.” I paused, hesitating to voice the next natural question.
Elizabeth smiled, and answered my unspoken thoughts. “Yes, I traveled with Holmes on his journeys.”
I glanced at Holmes and some of my shock showed, I know, because a glimmer of amusement pulled at his mouth. I am afraid my gentlemanly instincts proved too ingrained and I sought a change of subject.
However, my curiosity was provoked. Although no plain answers surfaced that night no matter how I might probe with my eyes, certain insights were afforded me as time went by; small signs that would have gone unnoticed had I not cued myself to look for them. Chief among them was Holmes’ barely perceptible air of contentedness.
He had never been a demonstrative man and he treated Elizabeth with no more affection than was normal, at least in my presence. Yet often I would catch him following her with his eyes, or observing her closely when she spoke. His pride in her potential and expanding abilities was boundless and could have served as applause for his own apprentice.
Because of my recent widowhood I often found myself in the well-remembered rooms at Baker Street, toasting myself by the fire. During those hours, Elizabeth was always there, a new partner in the old friendship. Outside, when Holmes was working, it was much as I remembered. Only now I spent much more of my time following his career. I confess my motive for doing so was almost purely so that I may attempt to understand his now-reserved personal life.
The first step toward the more comfortable affection we used to share came from Elizabeth. I should have expected that, but I was surprised when I called at Baker Street one morning, to find Holmes already gone about his business without waiting for me, and Elizabeth standing at the top of the stairs, looking out for me.
She drew me in toward the fire for it was a cold wet March morning. She settled me comfortably, pouring me tea from the silver pot sitting on the tray.
“I confess I am surprised Holmes is about so early,” I said.
Elizabeth stood before the fire, a hand keeping her skirts from the grate and the other against the shelf, as she studied the dancing flames. She lifted her head at my statement and smiled. “That was my idea,” she admitted.
“I have no idea why you would suggest such a thing,” I replied carefully.
“I felt it was time I broached a subject you find distasteful so that Holmes may have his old friend Watson back. Some truths need to be aired.”
I arranged my answer carefully. “Distasteful is inaccurate. Awkward would perhaps be closer.”
Elizabeth nodded her consent at my amendment. “So I am afraid I am about to make you feel awkward. You are jealous of me, John.”
That was the very last thing I had expected her to say, yet immediately she spoke the words I finally recognized the barrier that had arisen in my dealings with Holmes. I felt words of protest bubble to my lips but honesty made me force them back. Elizabeth was watching my mental struggle as it appeared on my face and I answered with the unadorned truth for I knew she would accept no less.
“Perhaps you are right. I was Holmes’ friend first and I never expected someone would take my place as his closest confidant.”
Elizabeth nodded sympathetically. “And I miss the John Watson I learned to like and respect while trooping around Europe. We were companions and comrades in the fight for the wellbeing of Sherlock Holmes, then. He misses the old familiarity, John, although he will never speak of it. I am afraid that is my fault.”
“Perhaps fault is too strong a word,” I suggested.
“Perhaps. You are the wordsmith.” She moved away from the fire and refilled my tea cup. Unexpectedly she changed subjects. “I read your account of Moriarty’s death in The Strand. It reached us in Khartoum.”
“I was forced to give an account. James Moriarty was raising a dreadful fuss in the papers.”
Elizabeth sat in Holmes’ old armchair. “You carefully edited any mention of me. Why is that?”
I forced myself not to prevaricate despite my discomfort. “I didn’t know how to include you. Your conduct was….”
“Unbecoming?” Elizabeth asked, with a smile.
“I was about to say courageous and admirable. But the truth would have caused a furore in Fleet Street, to say nothing of the public reaction, if The Strand had dared publish it at all.” I shifted uneasily. “Elizabeth, I admired you immensely for your perseverance and courage. If there had been some way of making that clear I would have done so. All three of us understood the necessities that drove us, but the public is less sympathetic.”
“Don’t apologize,” she said. “Your wisdom is going to prove far sighted. But that is another matter. For the moment we are dealing with…well, with the future. Tell me: You were hurt when Holmes did not immediately ask you to move back here to Baker Street, weren’t you?”
“Yes.”
“You do know that he will never ask?”
“I have suspected so for a while.” I felt myself beginning to relax. Although we were nearing the core of the matter, Elizabeth’s straight forward commonsense attitude made it seem very easy to deal with the blunt truth. It occurred to me that this was in part what attracted Holmes to her. He had always preferred dealing with logical facts than with slippery emotions.
Elizabeth eyed me. “There is no point in resenting the fact, John, or resenting me. New facets have been added to Holmes and if you look past these new facets, you will find you still have the efficient thinking machine you admired so much in your writings.”
“I cannot see where I fit into these new facets,” I confessed. “I have spent six months attempting to understand.”
“I know. That is why I am trying to help you now. You were once Holmes’ self-appointed chronicler. Have you retired from the position?”
“How can I chronicle what I do not understand?”
Elizabeth sat back. “Given time, there is much you will understand. That is clear in your work, that you grasp subtleties. But to begin…why not write up a story from when you both shared these rooms? I am sure going through your notes and revising your old friendship will show you just how much things haven’t changed.”
I considered her words. “A sound suggestion.” I could feel the old enthusiasm beginning to warm my bones. There were notes of several cases of Holmes’ laying in the bottom of a trunk in my rooms that were worthy of being written up. I immediately recalled the details of the case on the moors, and the beset Baskerville family. “Yes. I will do that. Then, perhaps I should deal with your return from the dead.”
“Holmes’ return from the dead,” Elizabeth amended. She sat forward. “And now it is we reach the matter I spoke of earlier. I cannot exist on the printed page, John.”
I stared at her.
She continued quietly. “Remember Moriarty? Remember how I became involved in the adventure? Because Moriarty is dead is no guarantee the same cannot happen again. As long as Holmes is out there making enemies in the criminal world we must minimize any risks that he may be distracted.” Then she laughed. “Besides, as you have pointed out, it is awkward attempting to explain me away.”
I found myself beginning to smile. Elizabeth offered me another cup of tea and we settled down comfortably. “May I ask you something?” I ventured.
“Of course.”
“Did you really walk all the way to Constantinople?”
Elizabeth smiled. “Every step. With Moran on our trail we didn’t dare risk using the rail system.”
“Tell me about it,” I coaxed.
•ï¡÷¡ï• •ï¡÷¡ï• •ï¡÷¡ï•
Holmes strode into the room sometime later to find us deep into a discussion of their journey. Those uninterrupted hours were invaluable to me and will forever be enshrined in my memory as the start of a new and wholly fulfilling stage of my life. They also served as the key which unlocked the floodgates. Both Holmes and I were enriched professionally by having Elizabeth as part of our lives.
On that wintry day I caught a glimmer of the complexities and depths of Elizabeth’s character. Like Holmes, she was bohemian and hedonistic in her attitudes, as their shared experiences in some of the more remote regions of Asia and Africa served to underline. Yet she had learnt through hard lessons in life as a foundling and woman to contain these attitudes inside an outwardly demure, proper and altogether beautiful exterior, and her practiced charm and grace also served to baffle the unwary.
In contrast, Holmes had never attempted to hide his bohemianism. In his chosen career it had not mattered and he cared little for reputation, save professionally. I don’t suppose it mattered either way, but Elizabeth was easier on the eyes and had learned patience.
As I was to discover more fully later, Elizabeth was Holmes’ intellectual equal. She had not had the advantages of a broad education, nor the training Holmes had put himself through. But she had been taught to read and write by the Sisters at the orphanage she was raised in and she read voraciously. She soon devoured Holmes’ extensive reference library and she even worked her way through my more obscure medical works. She had Holmes’ quick observant eye and she practiced assiduously all the many techniques he employed in his career. Holmes aided and abetted her in this education and they would compete endlessly with each other in intricate mind games.
Holmes’ supervision of her education did not neglect the physical skills. Elizabeth was already a marksman with the revolver, as we had both discovered in Salzburg. I do not believe Holmes went so far as to teach her boxing, but I do know he taught her all his martial arts skills, which proved useful to her, by and by.
I discovered them one day dueling with Holmes’ foils. I paused in the doorway until the round had finished and coughed.
“Good morning.”
They both turned to face me, Elizabeth with the smile I like to believe she reserves only for me and I kissed her temple in the little ceremony that completed our pleasant greeting ritual. She was wearing trousers and shirt, a costume I had become used to and even secretly enjoyed seeing her wear.
“You appeared to be giving Holmes worthy opposition,” I observed.
Elizabeth laughed. “Never. I don’t have his reach, to start.”
Holmes took the foil from her and after pushing the sofa back into place, threw both foils beneath. “She could have been a champion if she had started young enough and been a man.”
“Well, there you are,” Elizabeth said simply.
I tossed a copy of The Strand I had brought with me over to Holmes, who caught it deftly.
“The celebration of your return to Baker Street,” I told him.
Holmes sank into a chair with his sleeves still rolled up and began to read the story.
Elizabeth exchanged a glance with me. “Excuse me,” she murmured and left quietly. She returned, the men’s attire swapped for more elegant skirts and turned her back to me. “Would you mind? I can never reach the top button.”
Holmes closed the magazine and rolled it. “Catch!” he said abruptly and threw it to Elizabeth. She shot out her left hand and caught it neatly and Holmes nodded approvingly. He sprang out of the chair. “You have not lost your habit of wringing the drama from every fact,” he told me.
“I have discovered I have a formerly unsuspected creative talent, too,” I told him. “I am beginning to consider a work of fiction.”
Holmes glanced at Elizabeth, who was already absorbed in my article.
“It is best this way,” he said softly. “No one would ever try to subdue you, Watson, for your reputation is well known and respected.” He laughed suddenly. “Though I pity the person who ever mistakes Elizabeth for a helpless woman.”
Later Elizabeth gave me her opinion on my story. “To me, I can feel you are holding something back. There is a reservation, a distancing, that was not there in your earlier works. But that’s the price I believe you must pay for not telling the whole truth.”
• Chapter Four •
_________________________
•ï¡÷¡ï•
AS ELIZABETH PREDICTED, our old familiar partnership returned. I believe Holmes was secretly relieved I knew the truth of their relationship, for neither of us had to guard our tongues. Even so, I found I never referred to their relationship directly, taking Holmes’ reticence as my example. Usually I had no need to speak of it. Elizabeth was always there with us in spirit and sometimes in person.
Which recalls to my mind one brief night’s work down by the Thames, in which Elizabeth accompanied us. I had been instructed by Holmes on precisely where I was to meet him and I had arrived on time, to find the spot empty and the cold fog unrevealing. I stood for a few minutes, peering about and wondering what to do.
“Good of you to come, Watson,” Holmes said from behind me, making me start. I turned to see his tall shadow defined briefly in the dark swirls of fog.
“I wouldn’t dream of missing this.”
“It could be dangerous, you understand?”
“Perfectly.” I turned slightly at the sound of a boot step and held my breath as a shadowy muffled figure approached. I lifted up my lantern to identify the newcomer, but Holmes grasped my arm and pushed the lantern aside. I had, however, caught a brief glimpse of high cheekbones and green eyes under a low brim.
“Good evening, John, “ Elizabeth greeted me, in a low voice so quiet I barely heard it.
I looked at Holmes, and he answered my thoughts as he so often did. “I foresee I may need a third pair of capable hands tonight and completely trustworthy assistants are hard to come by.”
Elizabeth was studying me gravely, but there was amusement in her eyes. I understood that sparkle perfectly. Holmes had forgotten for a moment that the subject of his statement was a woman, one of the despised untrustworthy creatures of his contempt. It was a measure of his respect for Elizabeth that he did not notice the illogical sense of his assessment.
This double standard of Holmes’ fascinated me, as did every aspect of his personality. Before he had met Elizabeth, I would have supposed Holmes would remain unattached forever. His attitude toward women gave them very little chance to impress him with their better qualities, and his career brought him in contact with the worst of human kind, man and woman both, and that constant reminder did not help improve his opinion.
Curiously, his attitude did not change even after Elizabeth became part of his life. To Holmes, Elizabeth was utterly unique and completely above normal womanhood. I had direct proof of this double standard one day.
I had walked over the park to Baker Street late one night, for we were expecting a client after supper. I was a little early, a habit I had developed because I liked to catch Holmes and Elizabeth alone. Mrs. Hudson was just taking a supper tray up the stairs, and I stood back after tapping on Holmes’ door and opened it for her.
She entered the smoke filled room, stepping over the newspapers and files scattered about the sofa and I followed her in.
Holmes had his head buried in the latest scandal sheet, lying across the length of the sofa, his pipe jutting out. Elizabeth lounged in the opposite corner; her arms hugged about her drawn-up knees. She was watching the fire. At Mrs. Hudson’s appearance she scrambled upwards.
“Let me take that for you,” she said, taking the tray. “Hello, John,” she told me with a smile.
Mrs. Hudson nodded and puffed. “Thanks, deary.” She moved toward the table and paused when she saw it was covered with papers.
“Don’t worry,” Elizabeth told her. “I can see to it. They are all in order, anyway.”
Mrs. Hudson nodded and left the room, after a quick glance at Holmes, who’d not moved from his comfortable position. Elizabeth began clearing the table.
“Hello, Watson. You’re early,” Holmes said from the depths of his paper. He lifted his head and looked at Elizabeth over the top of the broadsheet. “There’s absolutely no need for you to help her.”
“She’s getting old,” Elizabeth pointed out.
Holmes lowered the paper and considered the novel idea. “Yes, I believe you’re right. I hadn’t noticed.”
“That doesn’t surprise me. Anything not directly related to one of your cases gets overlooked. As for the female sex, you’re positively absent-minded.” She looked at me. “Would you like another late supper, John? Sit down.”
I sat at the table, hiding my amusement. Elizabeth’s assessment was absolutely correct.
Holmes stood and stretched. “Women as a breed are tiresome, superficial leeches that batten onto men with their clinging self-centered wiles and suck them dry.” He dropped his paper to the floor and moved to the table. “This looks to be up to Mrs. Hudson’s usual standards.”
Elizabeth sat in front of one of the plates. “Perhaps I should start taking in washing,” she remarked lightly.
“My dear Elizabeth, you know perfectly well I do not include you in that general category of women.” Holmes buttered his bread. “I am sure that if my end was premature you would take over my job with your usual skill and efficiency and probably do it better.” He pointed his knife at her. “Despite your enforced silences during an investigation I know you observe and deduce as much as I do. You haven’t been simply watching me as Watson does. You have also been learning.”
Elizabeth smiled. “I could never emulate you. I do not have the foundation knowledge, such as your training in chemistry.”
“But you make up for that lack with what I am beginning to understand is a woman’s intuition.”
“Are you suggesting that sometimes I am of help to you during an investigation?” Elizabeth asked.
“Yes. You keep women from bothering me.”
Elizabeth laughed. “Then my contribution is a worthy one.”
Naturally I wondered how Elizabeth had managed to slide under his armor and claim such a very unique place in his heart.
I don’t suppose I would ever have heard the story and thus gained my answer, if I hadn’t developed a fever one autumn. It took me a long while to be rid of it and my recovery was slow. I cannot remember now whose suggestion it was that I recuperate at Baker Street, but it struck all of us as a sensible solution and I was duly installed in my old room. Elizabeth became my temporary nurse.
With such an arrangement, Holmes’ domestic affairs were wide open to my scrutiny and as I lay in bed day after day, I found my observations both educational and entertaining. I had supposed myself a man of the world, well versed in the habits and ways of women in their homes, but I was soon to discover that I knew very little indeed.
Elizabeth was an excellent nurse. Always helpful and kind and deft in her ways, she never became overbearingly cheerful or solicitous. Doctors can make the very worst convalescents, I know, but I did try my best to remain patient.
Elizabeth would spend long hours curled up in the armchair by my bed, telling me stories of their journey about the remote corners of the world, or otherwise entertaining me in the comfortable way she had. Indeed I often found myself relating events that I considered unfit for a lady’s ears and not only would Elizabeth appreciate the tale, she could usually better it.
Mrs. Hudson, much to my surprise, was one of the mainstays of the household. I had thought her an outsider to Holmes’ affair, but it seemed she was not only familiar with all that went on in Holmes’ life, she staunchly supported every aspect of it. It was quite plain she adored Elizabeth and could not do enough for her. She was discretion itself and I believe she found much delight in Holmes’ descent from the pedestal to common man.
I began to suspect that everyone but me was familiar with that story. So, one afternoon when Elizabeth was reading to me, I reached out to close the book and requested the story from her.
She put the book on the floor. “Holmes would never tell you,” she said.
“I wouldn’t dare to ask,” I admitted. “But I feel I have been handed a fait accompli. Holmes meets you, you both disappear for three years and when you reappear, it is all over and done with.”
Elizabeth smiled. “I do believe there’s a romantic hiding under that exterior of yours. Yet you spend so much time writing about Holmes’ feats of logic and deduction.”
“Emotions and logic are like oil and water,” I said. “The two do not mix.”
“Oh, but they do. Very well,” and Elizabeth laughed at my discomfort. “My dearest John, you have requested a story that will embarrass you, I know it. I cannot relate it without using unpolished truth and details. Do you still want your answer?”
“Yes, as everyone seems to have the answer except me,” I said just a little petulantly.
Again she laughed. “Mrs. Hudson received a much diluted version of the events. She is dedicated to Holmes, but I do not believe even her dedication could have withstood the full impact of the true circumstances.” She looked at me fondly for a moment. “You’re curious because Holmes presents such a cold exterior to the world, aren’t you?”
I admitted I was.
“I believe you think it was me that threw myself at Holmes,” she said, with her mischievous smile. I knew she was testing my resolve to accept the blunt facts.
I smiled back. “It is difficult to imagine it happening any other way.”
“You would have the end of the story before you have the beginning. No, if you insist on the tale, you must start at the beginning and wait for the end, or the story teller’s art is lost.” She lifted her feet and tucked them under her, getting herself comfortable for the telling.
“Holmes didn’t wish to leave you believing he was dead. I argued that it was safer that way. I suppose he omitted to tell you that?” she asked.
Much surprised, I nodded.
“Yes, he is over-protective of me,” she said half to herself. “Perhaps I should start there.”
I will use Elizabeth’s words as my own, for the story is lengthy and complicated….
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In response to the fraudulent plea for my medical help back at Meiringen, I left Holmes and Elizabeth paused on the path that led to the steep drop down into the heart of the Reichenbach Falls. Holmes was smoking a cigarette in quiet contemplation whilst Elizabeth watched my departure. She actually waved goodbye to me when I turned for my one last look before scrambling over the hill and out of sight.
I didn’t know it then, but that image of Holmes and Elizabeth quietly waiting on the footpath was to be my last sight of them for three years. Compared to what was to happen in the next few minutes, it was a composed, tranquil scene.
Holmes continued to smoke his cigarette in silence for a few moments, then glanced at Elizabeth. “Perhaps it would be as well for you to follow Watson. They may need some nursing assistance from an English woman.”
Elizabeth considered the idea for a short second, then felt her blood run cold as she fathomed Holmes’ true intentions.
Constantly throughout that week we had heard Holmes maintain he would consider his life’s work complete if he could only rid the world of Moriarty. I had quoted verbatim to Elizabeth Holmes’ breakfast-time conversation with that evil man, including Holmes’ acceptance of death, if death was necessary to achieve his aims. These facts coupled up in her mind and she stared at Holmes, horrified.
“The note. It was a forgery!”
Holmes shook his head irritably. “You saw the note. It was signed by Steiler. Why would I send Watson on such a long goose chase, with his poor leg, if I even suspected it was false?”
But Elizabeth’s quick mind had already leapt past the question and reached the answer. She looked around the jagged horizon, feeling very much trapped in a corner. “You wanted him out of the way. Now you’re trying to do the same to me.”
“Really, Elizabeth, paranoia suits you ill. However, I do think you must return to the hotel.” He spoke quite firmly.
Elizabeth ceased her search of the close horizon and studied Holmes instead. “The message was a fabrication. You knew it was the minute you read it. You knew Moriarty wrote it. He is setting up a trap.”
Holmes merely returned her look.
“‘Death is on the agenda’, you said. Now you are calmly waiting for it to arrive.”
“I also said that bystanders would be hurt. You must return, Elizabeth.”
An artificial calm descended upon her at Holmes’ indirect confirmation of her guesses. The panic left her as she comprehended that the final confrontation was mere minutes away. She had a promise to live up to.
“I am not leaving you alone,” she replied.
“You must. For your own sake.”
Elizabeth held out her hand. “Give me the gun.”
“The gun will serve no useful purpose.”
Elizabeth stared at him, dismayed and vexed. It was not part of her nature to accept the inescapable with Holmes’ fatalism and she knew no way of jarring him out of the mood short of direct action. Alert to the seconds ticking away, she used this dramatic alternative.
With a swift, dexterous movement, she lunged and delved into Holmes’ coat pocket, the one she knew carried the loaded revolver. She moved very fast—quickly enough to catch Holmes off his guard. She succeeded in getting a grip on the gun and half-withdrawing it from the pocket, before Holmes’ iron grasp snared her wrist. She looked up at him.
“If you won’t help yourself, I must,” she said.
“And you will be killed alongside me,” he said firmly. He lifted her wrist and her hand was held steady, the gun between her tingling fingers. She could feel her grip loosening. “Go back,” he told her and reached for the gun.
It dropped from her numbed fingers and fell through Holmes’ as he stretched to catch it. With a solid thump it hit the spray-drenched rocks at their feet and gave a little bounce up, over the edge and down, irretrievably, into the mists hiding the foaming water beneath them.
They both looked over the edge, Elizabeth with a wordless cry of dismay. She wrenched her hand from his loosened grasp, grabbed his lapels and shook him.
“Damn it, Holmes, do something! Don’t just stand there. Think of a plan, work out a strategy. He can be beaten!”
Holmes looked down at this extraordinary woman. He had not had a finger laid on him since boyhood and he certainly hadn’t been shaken. Her vexation was beginning to communicate itself to him. Firmly he pulled her hands away. “I have been building strategies and laying plans for a whole year and it all leads to this.” He in his turn shook her a little, for emphasis. “Go back to the hotel, Elizabeth. Now. I insist.”
The sound of loose falling rocks alerted them and they looked up toward the top of the cliff path. The hunched, crooked figure outlined in the last of the evening sun was unmistakable. Moriarty had arrived.
Elizabeth didn’t need confirmation of Moriarty’s identity, for Holmes’ quick, exhaled breath was all the verification she required. She rubbed her wrists as Holmes let them go.
“Too late,” he breathed.
Elizabeth looked back at the figure slowly making its way down the path that ended where they stood. There was no way out.
Holmes pushed her gently to one side. “Now I must win,” he said. “Or you will die, too.” He stepped in front of her and faced Moriarty as he approached.
Moriarty halted a few paces from them and glanced at Elizabeth before returning his steady gaze upon Holmes. “Foolish. You should have got her out of the way, Holmes.” The words were innocent enough, but Elizabeth realized with a jolt that her death sentence had been pronounced. The grim surety behind the casual verdict made her shudder.
Holmes remained silent, seemingly relaxed, yet Elizabeth could sense his whole body was tense and waiting.
Elizabeth expected Moriarty to continue, to give some twisted justification for what he was intending to do, but the man fell silent and simply watched Holmes. There was no need to declare himself, she perceived, for everything that could be said had already been spoken. The entire year’s convoluted strategies and complicated actions led to this moment.
Suddenly Moriarty sprang and threw himself at Holmes. They grappled and Moriarty’s weight carried them back toward the edge of the path. Elizabeth flattened herself against the cliff face, stifling a gasp as Moriarty leapt past her.
On the very brink of the path Holmes and Moriarty struggled against each other, as Elizabeth watched, frightened. It did not occur to her that the path was now clear and she could make her escape. She was held in place by the power of lethal intentions, waiting for the fatal outcome. She was so close she could reach out and touch them, but knew it would be a purposeless attempt. Yet her helplessness was diluted by the malignance she was watching.
The test of wills and power came to a sudden end, for Moriarty found a superior grip on his opponent. With a rasping cry of glee he prepared to throw Holmes over the ledge but on the very verge of losing his balance, Holmes twisted and broke free, throwing himself aside.
Moriarty’s cry changed to a scream of rage as he continued to fall without his prey. Holmes rested on the lip of the cliff, watching Moriarty’s descent.
Elizabeth moved shakily to his side and looked down. She saw Moriarty’s body strike some rocks and bounce aside, still falling. Then the swirling, floating spray closed over the body and Moriarty was gone.
Elizabeth closed her eyes, her body shaking with giddy relief.
Holmes stood, moving slowly. Then he lowered himself gingerly to sit upon a broad rock close by. He delved into his pockets and pulled out a pencil stub and his note book and opened it.
Elizabeth stared at him. “What in the world are you doing?” she asked, not a little bewildered.
Holmes was writing rapidly and without hesitation. “I am about to die,” he said.
Elizabeth felt her jaw drop. “You are?”
“Moriarty was the leader of a very clever gang of criminals. At least three of his lieutenants are almost as ingenious as he and all of them have as much reason to wish me dead as Moriarty.”
Elizabeth nodded. “You want them to think you dead so they will not come after you,” she surmised.
“Yes and not only they. There are other enemies, not connected with Moriarty. It would suit my purposes if they fell to the same erroneous conclusion. If they are truly convinced that I am dead, they will grow lax and careless. They will make mistakes and I can then destroy them.”
Elizabeth considered the plan. “I am to die, too?” she asked.
Holmes glanced up from his page. “I am afraid so. You heard Moriarty—he was going to deal with you as he tried to deal with me. If you walked out of this canyon and claimed that Moriarty had killed me and let you live to tell the tale, his men would know without a doubt that it was a bluff.” He looked back down at his page. “Besides, I do not trust your ability to carry the bluff convincingly. You would be cross-examined by some of the shrewdest minds in England and nothing but the truth would be allowed by them.”
“I see,” Elizabeth said. “How are we to die?”
“This note to Watson should take care of the details,” Holmes said, tearing out the pages and folding them. He took out his cigarette case and rested the notes beneath it on the rock he had leant his cane against. He pointed to Elizabeth’s feet. “Do not move any further up the path. I want our footsteps down to the end of the path to be perfectly clear and easy to read.”
Elizabeth stayed where she was. “And how are we to get back up the path to the top?”
“We don’t,” Holmes replied.
“There is no other way out…unless you intend to fly?”
Holmes pointed up the almost sheer cliff face beside him. “If I am right, there is a shadow up there that suggests a small ledge, about twenty feet up.”
Elizabeth gazed upwards and bit her lip. There was no need to ask Holmes if he seriously intended to scale the cliff. The situation was entirely inappropriate for jest. Instead she told herself firmly that this was something that had to be done and that was that.
The climb taxed their nerves and sinews, for the cliff was wet and slippery and they strongly felt the urgency to reach cover before my reappearance which did nothing to help their equanimity. Several times either one or the other nearly slipped as grass pulled out by its roots or their footing gave way beneath them. But they persevered and at last made the safety of the minuscule ledge.
There, laying full length, they watched as I returned with the party I had hastily called up, only to discover, to my dismay, that I was too late and Moriarty had won.
As the searching party moved out of sight of the Falls, Elizabeth and Holmes relaxed, only to be shocked by a huge rock falling past them from above.
Holmes looked up and ducked as another large rock bounded by barely a foot from his head. Elizabeth flinched against the cliff face, in relative safety. He looked again and his face remained expressionless as he identified the figure. “Moran.”
The name meant nothing to Elizabeth, but there was no doubt in her mind that Moran was dangerous, for Holmes immediately set about descending the cliff face again. The hail of deadly missiles continued and Elizabeth threw herself forward and began to climb down. They slipped, slithered and scrambled down the cliff face, tearing skin, shredding knuckles, elbows and knees and ripping fingernails, as speed took the better part of their caution in their race for the sanctuary of the footpath. Halfway down, Holmes fell and landed heavily on the footpath below. He picked himself up and reached up to assist Elizabeth down onto the path.
They took to their heels, the beginning of a long race across the countryside, attempting to lose Moran from their tails.
It was almost fully dark now. Their footing was unsure and their speed retarded. Constantly they stumbled and sometimes fell, yet Holmes kept up a punishing pace, pushing forward into the darkness.
They were also climbing steadily for despite their exertions, Elizabeth felt a chill settle into her bones and she was breathless beyond what her hurried gait demanded—the altitude was robbing her of oxygen.
It seemed many hours of exacting ceaseless effort had passed when Holmes slowed and began to look about him. A bulky shadow defined itself from out of the night, nearby on their right and Holmes led her toward it. Its square angle bespoke man-made shelter and the lack of light its emptiness. As they drew closer, details became apparent and Elizabeth recognized it as an Alpine hut, one of those dotted about the lower and middle slopes of the mountains designed to serve as shelters for anyone caught out in the harsh winter weather. There would be wood and water and a stove for warmth.
Holmes explored the hut’s perimeter, then opened the door and inspected the inside, before drawing her in. “Rest,” he told her. “We’ve succeeded in losing him, I think.”
Elizabeth lowered herself wearily onto the hard wooden bench next to the door.
Holmes opened a small chest next to the rotund stove in the corner and pulled out a small wooden barrel. “Water.” He put it on the table and inspected the stove. “We can risk a fire, I believe.” He discarded his jacket and set about making a fire of the wood stacked on the other side of the stove.
Soon the fire was burning cheerfully and they had supped inadequately on the contents of the barrel. At least refreshed, they sat back to consider their situation.
Elizabeth was the first to speak.
“Moran is, I assume, one of Moriarty’s lieutenants of whom you spoke?”
“The most dangerous one.” Holmes frowned. “I confess I was surprised by his appearance but I should have foreseen Moriarty would take steps to ensure he had some assistance. I suspect Moriarty contrived to have Moran released from prison very shortly after he was taken.”
“Just Moran, or would he attempt to release all his lieutenants?” Elizabeth asked. “Do we have to deal with more than one?”
Holmes weighed the facts. “I know Moriarty lacked time. That is why I hadn’t planned on Moran’s presence. Consider this: Moriarty was following us, avoiding the police at the same time, attempting to warn his gang of criminals of the imminent trouble I had brewing and yet he still managed to have his head henchman released from gaol.” Holmes frowned. “If he could manage that, he could manage it twice. But not, I think, more than twice.” He thought silently for a moment, then nodded. “Yes, that is what I would do in the same circumstances. Free two of my men to assist me.”
Elizabeth, following this fragmented answer, said: “Moran is one. Who is the other?”
“In all probability, Mr. Straker. He is as capable of working on his own as Moran. Also, he works well with Moran.”
“What does he look like? How will I know him, if I see him?”
“Straker is very easy to identify.” Holmes held up his hand. “His hand is missing. Straker was once a failed thief in on the east coast of the Mediterranean.”
“Failed?”
“In that part of the world, a thief who is caught loses his hand. The first time.”
“And the second time he is caught?”
“The other hand,” Holmes replied. “I do not know what the punishment is for a third offence. I doubt a third offence often occurs.”
Elizabeth shuddered. “And Moran?”
“Colonel Sebastian Moran, formerly of the First Bengalore Pioneers. It is unfortunate we have him stalking us. Moran is one of the best hunters in Europe—he has written books on the subject. He is a good practical soldier and a superb gamesman and strategist.”
“He sounds formidable.”
“He is. But he has flaws. One of those is a vile temper that he cannot quite control and which distorts his judgment at times when speed of thought and reaction is necessary. It is that which has put him in trouble throughout most of his career.”
Holmes reached for his cigarette case, then remembered where he had left it. Instead he delved into a pocket and brought out a single crumpled cigarette. He lit it before continuing with his lecture.
“Despite that, Moran will be the leader no matter who the other man is. It is Moran whom we should now consider our opponent.” He exhaled a cloud of smoke. “We should deem ourselves lucky on one point, however. Moran didn’t have time or opportunity to retrieve his airgun.”
Holmes went on to explain to Elizabeth the power and stealth of this remarkable weapon and the danger it represented when wielded in Moran’s hands.
“The man is a crack shot and if he’d had with him his airgun this evening, he could have easily picked us off one by one whilst we lay on that ledge and saved himself considerable effort and frustration. I am glad we do not have to contend with it for Moran will not abandon the chase to go back for it. If we run into him in the future we must be cautious.”
“And the immediate future?” Elizabeth asked.
Holmes waved toward the bunk. “Sleep for you, rest for me. In the morning we must continue across country. Beyond that, I will have to decide. For now, we must play hare and outwit the most dangerous hound in Europe.”
• Chapter Five •
_________________________
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THEY SPENT THE next week racing across the rugged Alpine country of southern Switzerland. Elizabeth would always remember it as an encapsulated period of time with a distinct beginning and end—but in between, time grew flexible. Sometimes it seemed to pass quickly and at other times it was drawn out immeasurably.
The constants were the countryside, the veiled pursuit and Sherlock Holmes.
Holmes was her often silent companion and guide. His stride was tireless and his strength of purpose unwavering. His concentration never waned and her respect for Moran’s hunting skills grew as she witnessed Holmes’ unceasing caution. He never stopped planning or devising new strategies. Whether they were sheltering on the lee side of a tree through a shower of rain, or standing on the edge of a cliff or river bank, Holmes was scanning their surroundings, trying to outguess and outmaneuver the man he now called the most dangerous man in Europe.
Elizabeth had woken on that first morning in the hut and found herself stiff, sore and still weary. Her sleep had not been an easy one.
Holmes had reached several decisions during his night vigil and he shared them with her as they prepared to continue their march.
“I intended that you would return to England once the deception had been established, but Moran knows we are both alive so I cannot send you back. You are now inextricably involved and as long as Moran roams the earth you are in danger.
“We must continue. I have decided we should head for Italy. Last night we covered nearly ten miles and that was in a southerly direction, so we are moving toward the Italian border already. I am almost sure Moran will expect us to go west, toward England and the familiarity of France.” He stood, and looked at her. “Are you ready to leave?”
They moved fairly rapidly across the countryside, for neither was burdened with any sort of luggage. Holmes avoided any population centers larger than the smallest of villages, working his way around sizeable towns with painstaking caution.
It was necessary to enter some of the small villages to plumb the local knowledge of the terrain, for Holmes was attempting to navigate across the shoulders of the Alps without a guide and it was essential they know which were the safest mountain passes to use.
On the occasions when they were in need of food, Holmes would leave Elizabeth safely hidden and approach isolated farmhouses and chalets and purchase their requirements with the last of the funds he carried with him.
Shelter was whatever derelict building, empty barn or ruin they found toward sunset. Once, it was the lee side of a ravine, high up on a lonely mountain pass, with the calling of wolves for fellowship.
Their companionship wrought changes on them both. Holmes began as taciturn and reserved as Elizabeth had grown to expect. Her womanhood was a barrier. However, he was helped by Elizabeth’s male attire and her determination not to allow her assumed weaknesses headway. At night they would talk spasmodically of inconsequential things. They explored each other’s tastes in music, philosophy, fiction and other trivial matters. Once or twice she actually managed to make Holmes laugh and she was pleased.
On the third day it occurred to her that despite the pursuit and the hardships they were suffering, Holmes was enjoying himself. They had paused at the crest of a long climb and stared out across the breathtaking vista spread beneath them, while Holmes considered their direction anew. Elizabeth recovered her breath, for they had been maintaining a fast pace for several hours. She watched Holmes casting about, looking across the valleys toward the horizon and studying the countryside. His manner was alert and relaxed and his eyes were keen. The chase was stirring his blood. She recalled my words, then, and understood them.
On the fifth day, as they traversed another high mountain pass, Holmes put his hands on his hips and took a deep breath. “I believe we will actually make it, now.”
“You speak as if we’ve achieved some sort of goal,” Elizabeth remarked.
“We have. We’ve just crossed the Italian border. Moran will be hard pressed to track us here. We’ve seen no sign of him for four days and we’re well out of his grasp now.” He glanced at Elizabeth’s rumpled attire. “I think we can safely allow you to revert back to a lady and I need to contact Mycroft. He can wire me some money….” He paused. “I won’t make too many plans. If we can reach the outskirts of Varzo tonight, I will be content.”
Two days later they reached Florence.
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Mr. and Mrs. Sigerson, Holmes wrote with a flourish. Elizabeth read it over his shoulder and surreptitiously slid her left hand back into the glove Holmes had purchased for her.
The porter picked up their single piece of luggage and led them up the sweeping stairs to the best suite in the house. Holmes tipped the porter and inspected the room. “I am going to cable Watson.”
Elizabeth looked up from her inspection of the contents of the bureau. “Why?” Her voice was a little sharp.
A faint puzzlement crossed Holmes’ features. “To tell him we’re alive, of course.”
Elizabeth closed the drawer and moved across to face him. “You can’t, Holmes.”
“‘Can’t’? Why not?” He looked a little astonished at this dissension.
Elizabeth explained. “You have just spent a week tirelessly establishing to the world at large that you are undoubtedly dead. You brought me along to help the illusion, as you insisted I could not maintain the fabrication had I been left behind. Correct?”
“Yes.”
“Holmes, if you do not trust my ability to carry the hoax, how much more can you rely on Watson not to give the game away? He plays cards badly and lying is not part of his nature.” She shook her head a little. “It is entirely possible that his joy in learning you are alive after all may cause some sort of indiscretion which will be your undoing.
“They will be watching him. Moran knows you are alive somewhere on the continent. Having lost you this time around he will hurry back to London and watch your rooms and keep a very careful eye on Watson so he may learn your location as soon as Watson does. What of those others who wish you dead? Is it not possible that they, too, will watch Watson once the story of your death becomes public to see if it really is true?”
Holmes looked away and Elizabeth knew she had made her point. She was content with that and let the matter drop. It was never mentioned again and neither of them acknowledged that Holmes had nearly made a bad tactical blunder. His concern for me was implicit and understood and no further discussion was needed, or welcome.
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The hour before dinner that evening they spent in the lounge, reading week old newspapers that the ferret-faced desk clerk had rummaged out from underneath the desk after some monetary persuasion from Holmes.
The story of Holmes’ death had been reported in the major European papers barely two days after the fact and in England the day after that. They read all the accounts available to them with some curiosity and concern.
“So much for murdering me,” Elizabeth said. “It appears I never existed in the first place.”
Holmes looked amused. “There does appear to have been a remarkable oversight. I sense Watson’s hand in this.”
“John? How?”
“There would have only been one, perhaps two, journalists actually in situ and their stories would have been syndicated or simply plagiarized in the other papers. Watson would have seen to it that Steiler and his staff kept their silence and the journalists had no other source through which to learn that there was a third party at the Falls.”
“But why?”
Holmes shrugged, suddenly bored with the subject. “If your presence was disclosed, your background would have been investigated and we both know how undesirable that would be.”
They were interrupted by the arrival of the telegram boy, who held out his tray towards Holmes. He took the cable and read it, then thrust it toward her. “Mycroft. He suggests we avoid returning to London just yet. I suspected as much.”
Elizabeth read the cable. It was in free cryptic, but she had enough points of reference now that she could decipher its message. “So what do we do now?”
“Do you speak Swedish or Norwegian?”
“Not at all. Why?”
“Sigerson is Scandinavian,” Holmes pointed out.
“My ancestors were Norwegian. I was born in Hertfordshire,” Elizabeth explained.
“So…your Italian is not good enough for you to pass as native, either.”
“Why? What are you planning?”
“I believe it might be better if we parted company. I was thinking of settling you in some sort of pensione and I would travel. Moran, given a choice of two targets, would come after me.”
They went into dinner and over the meal discussed the necessary arrangements for settling Elizabeth in a safe situation.
The next day, Holmes departed to survey the city, searching for a suitable pensione of some description, leaving Elizabeth at the hotel. After a substantial lunch she collected her meager possessions and took herself off on a walking tour of Florence’s beautiful heritage. This proved absorbing enough that it was quite late and fully dark when she finally returned to the hotel. She approached the front door and the light that spilled out into the street and hesitated when she observed the ferret-faced desk clerk talking to a stranger. A handful of Lira were passed over the desk and her heart leapt with alarm, for the stranger’s left hand was missing.
She stepped back into the shadows at the side of the doorway, trying to think of what she must do. She knew it was vital she warn Holmes and so she must somehow get past the desk.
She slipped back further into the shadows and moved along the street, looking for an alley or mews or some access to the back of the building. Her intention was to indulge in some creative hotel-breaking and reach their rooms without alerting the desk clerk of her return.
A dismal alleyway presented itself and she glided down its length, moving silently. The ending opened out into a courtyard that served the back of the hotel and held an untidy assortment of crates and other miscellaneous rubbish left to be disposed of properly. Elizabeth negotiated her way through to the bottom of a tall set of rusty iron steps leading to a narrow door. The service entrance.
With an outward confidence, she climbed the steps and boldly turned the handle and was more than a little surprised when it gave way and the door swung slowly open. She pushed it further ajar and slid inside, looking around for witnesses. Finding herself alone in the service hallway she made her way along to the corridor she guessed would lead her to the service stairs.
Three minutes later she reached the floor their rooms were on and was stealthily working her way down the carpeted corridor toward their door. She could see a light from under the door and assumed Holmes had arrived ahead of her, but a week of being pursued had sharpened her cautionary instincts and she moved slowly and quietly, alert to any sign of danger.
So when she traversed an open doorway and a hand reached out toward her she was startled, but not panicked and she dodged. Holmes stepped out of the doorway and motioned her to silence, then rapidly drew her back into the darkness of the room.
“Straker is here,” Elizabeth whispered urgently. “In the foyer. I nearly collided with him and retreated around to the back and came up through the servants’ hall to warn you.”
“Straker, too? Moran is at this minute ransacking our rooms.” Holmes shook his head in mock disbelief. “It appears our little ferret-faced friend is working for two masters.” He took a quick look down the corridor. “It is as well we have so little luggage, for we must abandon it once more. Show me the way to the service door. We have an appointment with the desk clerk.”
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At the witching-hour, the desk clerk left the hotel and began the ten minute walk that took him to his lodgings near the river. He had expensive tastes and his address reflected this. So, too, did his lifestyle. The salary he earned as a lowly desk clerk was insufficient to maintain such luxury. He was a greedy man, however, and rather than sacrifice his bodily comforts, he had sought other means of financing his desires. His position at the hotel brought him in contact with rich and influential people, whom proved to be an excellent resource, of which he had no compunction in taking his advantage.
He was reflecting on the little successes he’d had in the last two days as he walked home, congratulating himself on his prowess, when two figures stepped out of the dark and confronted him. He looked up at Holmes and fear revealed itself on his petite features.
“Yes, you have a right to fear me, little man,” Holmes told him.
The man began to babble in incoherent Italian, his features writhing with rampant panic. Elizabeth watched silently, almost immediately losing the sense of his outpourings, but Holmes followed it well enough.
He snapped out questions which the clerk answered, gradually turning from panic to sniveling supplication. Holmes’ disgust was plain to see, though he continued to converse with the man. Finally the clerk fell to his knees and looked up beseechingly at Holmes.
Holmes waved him away, repelled.
The little man left, whimpering and muttering.
To Elizabeth’s surprise, Holmes turned and held out his arm companionably to her and led her back up the narrow street, heading for the city center.
“You were discussing me,” she guessed. “I caught references to my red hair.”
“It is rather striking. Everyone notices it. The clerk felt that if we were seriously concerned with being discreet you should somehow disguise the color.”
“Moran was asking after me?”
“Yes. ‘A beautiful redhead with green eyes.’ No names were exchanged. I thought there might be a possibility that Moran would try a blanket search of this type,” he continued. “If one was to pay for information from key personnel in each of a handful of hotels in the major cities surrounding our last known location, sooner or later information would reach you. So I paid the clerk to remain silent should there be any inquiries about us. I knew he was the hungry sort by the way he inveigled a tip for the papers, but I did believe he’d stay bought once an arrangement had been made.”
“I saw Straker paying him off in the foyer,” Elizabeth replied. “It didn’t mean anything to me then, but now I understand.”
“We’re lucky in one respect. Neither Moran nor Straker have seen either of us here in Florence. That is why Moran ransacked our room. He is looking for identification, which he will not find because I am carrying everything that could identify me. They must have raced to Florence at the clerk’s first communication, only to find us both absent. If they had arrived only a few minutes later, I would have been trapped in the room.”
They turned into a slightly busier thoroughfare, though even that street was quiet, for it was a respectable neighborhood and the hour was late. At the next intersection, however, Elizabeth could see more traffic and brighter lights.
“Are you up to another lengthy walk, Elizabeth?” Holmes asked.
“Yes, if needs be.”
“Oh yes, it is a needy cause. I want to find a quiet little bed and breakfast hostel somewhere on the outskirts of the city and I wish to avoid leaving a trail that can be traced through cab drivers. That means walking.”
“I can manage that.”
“Good. Once we have arranged shelter and a bed for what remains of the night, then we will talk.”
They found a hostel high up on the hill overlooking the city and the cathedral, and Holmes organized rooms. They settled into the two chairs in front of the window, which was showing a paling skyline. Elizabeth curled up her feet beneath her and Holmes stretched out, a cigarette in his hand. The silence lasted for a few minutes and Elizabeth finally prompted Holmes.
“Whatever you need to say or ask, speak without concern that I may be embarrassed. I won’t be.”
“I apologize for hesitating and shall speak plainly.” He drew on the cigarette then tossed it into the fire and placed his hands behind his head.
“I was hoping to be able to place you somewhere in safety and lead Moran along my trail, but it appears he is looking for me through you. A wise plan of action, in a way, as your features are so much more memorable than mine. But for you, it is unfortunate, for I cannot leave you now. That much is clear.”
“Surely he will not harm me if he is only after information?”
Holmes shook his head. “You’ve not experienced all the base qualities of humanity. If I left you and Moran found you, how do you think he would go about getting the information he wanted?”
“I suppose at first he would threaten.”
“You would not betray me because of a simple threat,” Holmes said, with complete certainty. “Moran has less control and finesse than Moriarty. That is why he was not the leader. No, Moran would need to exert extreme effort to get his information and I do not want that to happen.”
“I could feed him false information, lead him in the opposite direction.”
“He would distrust information given so easily. Or, if he did believe you, he would kill you once you had served your purpose. No, Moran does not have the sort of control or logical purpose Moriarty had. You are forever tainted by my company and while Moran is alive I must protect you.” He lit another cigarette. “You must travel with me.”
“Holmes, why are you going to this effort? Why are you assuming responsibility for me?”
“I am responsible.” He stood abruptly. “I involved you in this business through my damned inability to leave a mystery alone. I insisted Watson set up that interview because I wanted to learn your secret and as a result I have dragged you across Moran’s path like a sacrificial goat.” He leaned his elbow on the mantelpiece and his chin on his fist. “I can only thank god for your resilience, which allows me to suggest you travel with me. I know you accept the prosaic realities of the situation.”
“So where do we go to first? Obviously Florence is not safe.”
Holmes stared into the dancing flames. “I believe anywhere in Western Europe would be equally unsafe. Civilization is our enemy. Moran knows how to use it to his advantage.”
“Further east, then?”
Holmes frowned. “I believe we should completely avoid the more populous paths of commerce. They’re a natural bottleneck and Moran will pick us up too easily. Constantinople perhaps.” He dropped his fist softly to the mantle shelf. “We could go through Serbia and across country. We’ll have to cross Bulgaria somewhere, but if we travel in the north and avoid the coast….”
“Do you really believe it will be that long before you can return?”
“Perhaps longer,” Holmes admitted. “It may be that you and I will never be able to return. While Moran is alive we must keep one step ahead of him, so we cannot settle down in one place. We must travel.”
“Holmes, what about Watson?” Elizabeth said softly. “Will he be safe?”
Holmes rubbed his head wearily. “I believe so. It is me Moran wants. He knows I am not there, in London. Once we lose him, he will return there to watch my rooms. As long as I am not seen there, Watson will be safe.”
Elizabeth held out her left hand.
“I will need a ring if I am to pose as your wife. I cannot forever encase my hands in gloves.”
Holmes put down his glass and tugged at a slender gold ring on his little finger. He tossed it into Elizabeth’s lap. “Try that,” he suggested.
Elizabeth slipped the ring onto the appropriate finger. “It fits.” She looked at him. “Should I disguise my hair, do you think?”
“No. If it does put Moran on your trail, I will be there to deal with him. At least we will know where he is.” He lit another cigarette with the butt of his first. “Besides, if I must have a wife,” he muttered with acute irritation, “I can at least take pride in her outstanding beauty.”
Elizabeth smiled to herself as she related this to me. “I believe, even then, it was too late for him, but he didn’t realize it. I didn’t realize it. We were just two companions on a race for our lives and we didn’t really stop running until we reached Constantinople. But once we had stopped running and paused long enough to catch our breath and look around us….”
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Constantinople, capital of the Ottoman Empire, was the gateway into another world and they both sensed it. They stayed in an inn on the European side of the Bosphorus, but spent a part of each day on the Asian side, soaking up the contrasts and strangeness. Holmes found himself truly relaxing for the first time in more than a few months. With the knowledge that they could disappear almost instantly in the unknown and unguessed-at human subways that moved about this most ancient of cities, he could afford the time to sit back and think of his next step.
Elizabeth felt the same horizon-broadening possibilities.
They stayed in Constantinople for three weeks, while they savored the many possibilities open to them and tried to choose which option appealed the most. The advantages of being technically dead to the rest of the world were many....
During one of their excursions to the Hagia Sophia, Elizabeth ran into trouble. Womankind in that part of the world was a second class with fewer rights than our civilized country. Sometimes they are considered as little more than walking pleasure objects and Muslim men in particular are quick to gratify their desires when the yearning is upon them.
Elizabeth had already discovered her coloring was a beacon in Florence and now she found that it attracted attention she would rather do without. For a while her European dress and Holmes’ company kept her safe, but it was merely a matter of time before a fellow with more than the usual boldness attempted something.
They were walking down the long colonnaded avenue that ran the length of the mosque when Elizabeth felt a brazen hand on her waist, which slid quickly upwards.
She clutched at the hand, an involuntary outraged shriek escaping her. Holmes, alerted, pivoted around to intervene. He stepped toward the man and around Elizabeth. She turned quickly to see what action Holmes intended but not quickly enough, for the Muslim was already sprawled on the paving, hands clutched to his stomach and his eyes rolling up into their sockets.
Holmes caught her arm and pulled her along into the crowd, putting distance between them and the scene.
It was a mild fracas that caused almost no sensation in a busy street that witnessed at least one murder a week but they both took the warning to heart and Holmes began teaching her his self-defense tricks.
He was knowledgeable in Baritsu, the Japanese system, and his grounding in the fundamentals of defense was supplemented by his boxing, fencing and singlestick interests. From his years of confrontations with the criminals and desperados that were the raw material of his profession, he had acquired a broad catalogue of techniques drawn from almost every type of self-defense methodology known to man, in addition to a not-inconsiderable supply of tricks that barely gave lip service to fair play.
The latter Holmes did not hesitate to teach Elizabeth in conjunction with more orthodox skills. His intention was to develop her ability to defend herself by whatever means was necessary. There was a degree of self-interest in this: Holmes did not want to be wholly responsible for Elizabeth’s safety and well-being, for their circumstances in the near future may put them in the position where he could not help her and her survival would depend entirely on her own abilities. He reasoned that if she were to overcome her natural weight and power disadvantages, foul play must be included in her repertoire of defense.
Elizabeth was more than willing to agree with this philosophy. She only had to remember back to the moment upon the moors when she had been utterly at the mercy of a shepherd to see the logic in learning to fend for herself.
Lessons in violence therefore became a regular program.
Holmes also bought her a wicked-looking knife. Elizabeth showed me the knife, after first carefully ensuring Mrs. Hudson was out of the way. The knife was curved and sharp and had a gold hilt embedded with green gems. The hilt appeared ornately overworked, but the clever placement of the gems gave a perfectly comfortable grip. The gold was supposedly from the high ranges to the north of Tibet.
After the incident at the mosque, Elizabeth almost entirely discarded with European dress standards and she sensed her change in costume not only prevented curiosity about her, but helped Holmes relax his guard even more. She took to wearing the Arab head cloth to disguise the unusual color of her hair and a burnoose for comfort and disguise.
It was the first time either of them had dressed “native” and once she had encouraged Holmes with her descriptions of ease and freedom he, too, donned the burnoose and veiling headgear.
I gave a start at this and Elizabeth smiled at my reaction. “We were not there to keep up the side, you know,” she pointed out.
They found the local costume opened up doors for them that would have remained firmly locked otherwise and they entered into a previously unsuspected world. This was the world of the Saracen, one that lay between the traditional regions of east and west, although sympathies in this strange world lay firmly to the east. They were already familiar with the challenges Islam made to their social and political traditions, but now they discovered sub-layers of complex cultures and exotic social structures revealed, pearl-like, one layer at a time, drawing them ever deeper into the heart.
They explored it with the enthusiasm of children, crossing the strait each morning to wander at will on the Asian side of the city, sampling language and culture, soaking up the richness before returning each night to their European style hotel.
“We were straddling a turning point,” Elizabeth said quietly, fingering the blade of her knife. “At night you could hear the wailing and singing of the mosques mixed up with the tolling of the church bells. And everywhere you looked the same contrast appeared.”
As they learnt more the choice before them simplified. They could follow the traditional route of journeying British and risk Moran following their trail, or they could throw all their concepts and prejudices aside and sink into the other world that began here in Constantinople.
The final result of this busy intersection of chances was perhaps inevitable.
During the fourth week of their stay, they were forced to visit the Al-Sahib square in the Arab quarter on the Asian side of the city. Communications in that part of the world are uncertain and Holmes knew the further east they traveled the less reliable they would become. He decided that his gold snuff box from the King of Bohemia must be sacrificed for they needed ready cash—nothing else would suffice.
Al-Sahib Square was a notorious trading place. There were money merchants there that would buy and sell anything without question and their prices were often higher than those which Holmes could have raised through legitimate dealers, who were subject to taxes, bribes and legal overheads. By this time they both knew they would be moving further east. The only questions that remained to be answered were when and in what direction. Successfully negotiating in Al-Sahib square would be good practice for their future financing methods.
Holmes did take some precautions.
It was vital Elizabeth accompany him, for a lone Arab was an easy target. Women were unwelcome there so she must go disguised as a man. The Arab burnoose they had been using, with its shrouding folds about the face, was the solution. Holmes was quietly confident that Elizabeth could handle any trouble that may arise and he could foresee none, for he was confident of his own grasp of Arabic and he had been born a good bargainer.
They entered the square in the hour before the second prayers, about nine o’clock. It was a hot, dusty morning with a stiff breeze which gave them a good excuse for muffling their features. Their only distinguishing feature was Holmes’ height, which made him unusually tall for an Arab.
As they had agreed, they circled the square once whilst Holmes established which agent would be the best to approach. Elizabeth’s vivid description of the square will stay with me forever:
“It was crowded, as all the city is crowded, but there was not a Turk or European in sight. Everywhere you looked you saw only anonymously veiled Arabs. The square is quite small and they crowded in there until there was barely enough room to breathe.
“It smelt…unwashed bodies, untended animals, hot savory food and the heat of late summer. The noise was an assault on the ears. Everyone spoke loudly and then there was the call of several minarets quite close by and that strange undulating music that the Arabs love to hear, played as loudly as possible. The merchants were all around the edge of the square and in a large circle in the middle, squatting on their mats, advertising their services at the top of their voices. All the animals were crying, bleating and calling and to be heard, one had to shout. With everyone shouting to be heard, you had to shout louder and the noise level spiraled upwards.
“A lot of the people seemed to just be there for the atmosphere. They didn’t appear to have pressing business but they watched everyone else with dark suspicious eyes. Those that were there on business were prepared to bargain hard and knew that the merchants would cheat them at the first opportunity, so they were tense, too.
“The menace was unmistakable. From the moment we entered I found myself holding the hilt of my knife inside my sleeve.”
It was indeed a chancy place. Money turns the heads of most of the human race and all those in the square with business to transact were already risking much, or they would have gone to lawful dealers elsewhere. So tempers were strained and Arabs are a fiery lot to begin with. Elizabeth was alert to even the smallest hint of trouble and she found herself falling back to keep Holmes’ tall figure in sight in front of her.
Abruptly, a loud fight broke out on their right. The crowd surged in that direction and they were dragged along with the tide. Elizabeth tried to keep her eyes on Holmes, searching out the tall figure. She sighted him again just as three dirty Arabs closed in on him. Somehow he had been marked. Possibly his height or his way of walking. She felt fear chill her bones as a long wicked knife rose and began to fall.
• Chapter Six •
_________________________
•ï¡÷¡ï•
FEAR TRIGGERED ELIZABETH into action that only later she was able to reconstruct clearly. Her knife was out and she threw herself on the back of the nearest of the three assailants. With one hand she sought the Arab’s chin and gripped it to steady the head. With a full, powerful swipe of her arm she slit his throat.
His gurgled cry, abruptly silenced, brought his two comrades’ attention upon her. A powerful hand groped for her throat and as she grabbed the wrist she heard Holmes’ calm, instructional voice in her mind, directing her actions. She plunged her knife into the folds of the burnoose where her grasp on his wrist told her his stomach would be. He bent tiredly over her arm and she pushed him back with her foot. She turned to locate the third attacker but someone had already silenced him. He lay in a huddled heap, his own long knife protruding from his chest.
She wheeled about to look for Holmes but a hand grasped her knife-arm and hauled her rapidly to her feet, spinning her around. She brought her other hand up to blind, but strong fingers clamped onto her wrist. She found herself staring into Holmes’ eyes. He pulled his head cloth aside a little so she could identify him.
“Fly!” he said, his voice rising over the deafening cacophony of reaction the fight had begun. “Run for your life!”
They turned and plunged into the crowd, which gave way in front of them like butter under a hot knife. Behind, a man called out in a mixture of Turkish and the bastardized Arabic of the city. Elizabeth understood only one word. “Kill.” Her feet picked up speed.
Once outside the square they could run. People scattered from their path as they approached. Behind them they could hear the ground reverberate with the sound of many pursuing feet. Neither risked a glance backwards.
Holmes began changing directions swiftly, diving into alleyways and back streets. They found themselves scaling walls and cannoning into washing lines, scattering chickens and pigs. Suddenly the sea was in front of them, while the Golden Horn and safety lay directly opposite.
Holmes turned to his right and worked his way along the narrow shore to where a jetty pushed out into the strait. He pulled her under the jetty and they crawled to the other side and crouched there, hidden from pursuit.
A couple of brown-skinned children watched them with large solemn eyes from their perch on the end of the jetty, then abruptly skittered past them like frightened rabbits and disappeared into the area of hovels lining the shore that Holmes and Elizabeth had just emerged from.
Holmes pulled off his Arab head gear, lifted the burnoose over his head and straightened up the western clothing he wore beneath. “Drop your knife,” he told her.
Elizabeth stared at him blankly, her breath loud in her ears.
He reached out to lift her arm so she could see her hand. It was still clutching the knife and her hand and wrist and the sleeve of the burnoose were red and sticky with blood.
“Oh, my god,” she whispered, the full horror of her deeds finally registering in her stupefied mind. She recalled the look of terror on the faces of the people who had scattered from their path and the feel of the knife sliding into warm flesh.
Abruptly she dropped the knife and turned and vomited into the sand. Holmes steadied her until she had finished, then sat her down with her back resting against a jetty pylon. With scraps of material from his burnoose he cleaned the blood from her hands and washed her face. She passively allowed him to administer to her while she shivered in reaction. Then he cleaned the knife in the river, dried it on another clean scrap of material and held it out to her. “Strap this back in its sheath. We may need it again.”
She attempted to take the knife but her hand trembled too much. Wordlessly he pushed up her sleeve and slid the blade home for her. He studied her clinically. “Take what time you need,” he told her gently. “Bloodshed always affects a person to a diminishing degree. It doesn’t please me that I can confirm it becomes easier.”
Elizabeth finally found her voice. “I thought it was you they were attacking,” she said hoarsely.
Holmes took her face in his hands, looking at her with an open fondness that took her breath away and made her heart trip hammer. “I know,” he told her quietly. Then he dropped a light kiss on her forehead before returning to the task of cleaning up the sleeve of her burnoose.
“We’re not clear of it, yet,” he said in a matter-of-fact way. “Arabs love a hunt and they will keep on it until sunset if necessary. Besides, I heard someone call out in Arabic that he wanted us and would pay.” He frowned. “I have an impression that it was the tall Arab whose life you so spectacularly saved.” He shrugged. “I will probably never learn the answer to that. Regardless, we must get you out of sight and the quickest way is to cross the strait and return to the hotel.” He went back to the water to rinse out his rag and when he returned he was laughing softly.
“Oh, what a merry joke! It would be inconceivable to them that the ferocious warrior they seek is a woman.”
“Please…I can’t laugh about it. Not yet.”
He shook his head, sobering. “It was well done. You acted when you needed to act. Hesitation would have been fatal and you did not hesitate. When arguments turn to bloody battles you cannot afford to dillydally about. Do not assume you over-reacted, for you did not.” He sat back and threw the rag into the river and pulled his sleeves down. “Do you think your legs will support you now? We must move from here. We’ve tarried overlong.”
Elizabeth nodded and Holmes helped her up. They climbed the rickety jetty, and crossed the pebbled shore, toward the ramshackle hovels behind them. They traversed a narrow alley and emerged into a street lined with the more permanent oriental style buildings characteristic of the city. Holmes checked his bearings.
Elizabeth waited passively. She noticed the children were back again, lined up along one blank wall, watching them. Their eyes were expressionless and their faces expectant.
Abruptly, a warning tingled in her mind and she reached for Holmes’ sleeve, trying to voice it. But it was too late. A net, smelling rankly of over-ripe fish, descended over their heads. Elizabeth lifted her arm to ward it off. Her breath was cut off as another large, heavy layer dropped on them and she was enveloped in a constricting, dark prison.
They were lifted and carried on a journey of considerable distance and time. The one significant detail Elizabeth could establish from within her muffled enclosure was that they were carried over the strait, the boat rocking gently in the wavelets. She felt herself beginning to relax a little. It was highly unlikely the Arabs hunting them for vengeance on their fallen comrades would carry them into the European sector, an area of the city they would not be familiar with. They would have exacted a swift and merciless retribution. Whoever had ensnared them was a new player who would probably make himself known at the end of this journey.
Finally she felt herself being placed on firmer ground and she cautiously pushed at the tangle of waterproof canvas and fishing net. When her probing elicited no response, she rapidly untangled herself and breathed in fresh air, looking about.
Holmes sat next to her in the midst of another pile of net and canvas, casually rearranging his ruffled clothes.
They were in a room of palatial proportions. The ceiling arched overhead in graceful vaulted sections, then soared down to a row of massive pillars that marched along either side of the room. Between the pillars on her left was a wall hung with beautiful tapestries and carpets and pierced in several places by ornately carved double wooden doors which led further into the building. On the right the pillars opened onto a lattice-carved stone screen that revealed a view overlooking the city and the Golden Horn promontory. The view gave Elizabeth a small clue to their location, for this section of the Bosphorus was lined with palaces, mosques and gardens built by the Sultans.
Apart from the end where they found themselves, the room was empty of furnishings. Beneath them lay a luxurious Persian carpet of grand dimensions and before them was what Elizabeth immediately dubbed a throne. It was a wide chair of exquisitely carved marble and she speculated briefly how anyone might manage to shift it. Sitting on the throne was a large, dark-eyed man watching their silent observations. He was naked from the waist up and another man in western clothes was attending to a cut on his back. Elizabeth inferred that this must be the Arab she had mistaken for Holmes.
She glanced at Holmes. He shook his head very slightly and she guessed his message. Stay silent.
They climbed to their feet.
The Arab addressed Holmes in Arabic. “European…French?”
“English.” Holmes replied.
“Ah, that is good. My French is atrocious,” the Arab replied in beautifully spoken English. “You must forgive the informality of my attire. I was bleeding like a stuck pig and had to have it seen to.”
“May I know why you have detained us?” Holmes asked.
The Arab smiled. “I am Sullah Muhammad Zia-ad-din Ahmad. It is my miserable skin your friend there saved. I merely wished to thank you and return the debt if I could.”
“Your methods are somewhat violent,” Holmes pointed out.
“Ah, yes. I told my men I wanted you alive and unhurt. You must understand they had witnessed your skills in the square and were worried as to how they could approach you without being misinterpreted. They do not speak the Arabic of Constantinople. So they were forced to be a little more direct.”
“Then you are not Arab?” Holmes asked.
“Allah be praised!” he said with a mighty shout of laughter. “I am Persian.”
Holmes relaxed, pushing his hands into his pockets. There was the beginning of a smile on his face. “You’re a long way from home,” he said.
“As you are, my friend,” Sullah replied. He pointed to Elizabeth. “Does your companion speak English?”
“Yes,” Holmes replied.
Sullah addressed himself to Elizabeth. “I am grateful for your intervention this morning, friend. Never have I seen such ferocity. It would please me to look upon your face so I might recognize a friend in future, as I have allowed you to look upon mine.”
Elizabeth glanced at Holmes for guidance. He nodded reassuringly. “Reveal yourself,” he told her. “It is an insult if you do not.”
Elizabeth pulled the folds aside and her hair tumbled down about her face. She brushed the locks aside and found Sullah staring at her, dumbfounded. Then the tanned, wrinkled face creased into folds of mirth. He began to laugh, a low silent chuckle that quickly became a long loud peal of hearty guffaws that left him shaking and helpless.
The doctor stepped back until Sullah had himself under control and Elizabeth glanced at Holmes uncertainly. He was smiling, thoroughly enjoying Sullah’s surprise and merriment. She felt a small smile pulling at her own mouth. Sullah’s bellows were infectious.
•ï¡÷¡ï• •ï¡÷¡ï• •ï¡÷¡ï•
Sullah was a Persian merchant who traded in anything of value. Horses were his joy, and he found a constant demand in Persia for any Arabian horses he could lay his hands on. He followed the trade routes on the east coast of the Mediterranean for most of the year and almost every spring he would arrive in Constantinople with carpets to sell to the rich European merchants, raising funds for the rest of the year’s living expenses and for his hunt for the best of the Arabian breeds.
He had been educated in England, for his father foresaw the advantages to a man that could speak as an equal to the men he wished to trade with. His head wife was English, courted and married whilst studying. As a consequence his households were a strange mix of east and west.
He had a small house in Baghdad and a very large country establishment just outside of Mashhad, on the foothills of the Elburz Mountains where he pastured his horses. He was a wealthy man and he was in love with life, living each day with a gusto and enthusiasm that might have been naïve had it not been complimented with a worldly shrewdness.
Once the initial mirth over Elizabeth’s identity had passed they exchanged names. Holmes cautiously used Sigerson as he had throughout their journeys. Sullah insisted they remain as his guests until either of them left the city. He was planning on staying for another two weeks only before setting out on the long slow journey back to Persia. He did not wish to find himself still travelling when the harsh Persian winter arrived.
People of the east regard the debt of life a serious matter. Because it had been Elizabeth who had saved his life, Sullah found he could treat her as his equal. He’d had experience with this concept of feminine equality from his time in England. He was helped by his admiration for her skills, which was boundless.
He finished their interview in the throne room—as it transpired to be—by organizing for their luggage to be collected at the hotel and graciously inviting them to dine with him that night, after they had rested and recovered in the rooms he had put aside for their use.
A young girl in a simple white tunic came forward. “My daughter, Tayisha,” Sullah explained while the girl bowed deeply toward them. “She speaks English well. She will show you to your rooms and can assist you with any questions you have.”
Tayisha smiled at Elizabeth. “This way, please.”
Their rooms, all seven of them, were richly furnished in silks and carpets and the vast terraced windows looked out over the straits. The deep terrace and intricately carved latticing was designed to catch any stray cooling breezes, yet still maintain privacy. Tayisha explained the working of the amenities and clapped her hands. A woman in harem trousers and halter stepped forward and made obeisance to Tayisha. The girl explained that this was her mother’s servant and Elizabeth was to consider the servant her own while under Sullah’s roof.
Then both withdrew, allowing them privacy.
Holmes threw himself on a wide, low divan, lit a cigarette and lay on his back, smoking.
Elizabeth checked the view from the windows, then carefully explored the extent of the room before turning back to Holmes.
“How much of what Sullah told us do you believe?” she asked.
Holmes smiled. “All of it, once you have interpreted it properly.”
“He very carefully didn’t say what he was doing in the square,” Elizabeth pointed out.
“Neither did we,” Holmes replied. He turned his head to look at her. “Which is why we are guests in his household. We are at this moment engaged in a game of bluff. He knows we know that he is not telling the precise truth. He knows that we know that he knows we are not telling the exact truth, either. Who’s truth eventuates as the least harmless will be the injured party.”
“Do you mean that literally?”
“Not quite. He will not harm a hair on your head. He owes you the life debt. My head can be more easily disposed of.” He shrugged. “Once he realizes you made a mistake of identity and I was merely dealing with the third to finish the affair, he will be satisfied…I hope.”
Elizabeth shivered. “Eastern people are never what they appear,” she said softly.
“No-one is.” Holmes smoked for a few moments in silence. “But I like him,” he said to himself, sounding surprised.
•ï¡÷¡ï• •ï¡÷¡ï• •ï¡÷¡ï•
Dinner was a formal affair suited to the best dining rooms in England. The serving girl, whom Elizabeth discovered was whimsically called Sheba, arrived nearly two hours before the appointed dinner hour and took Elizabeth off to prepare her for the occasion. Elizabeth was bathed, dried and pampered with an exotic hot oil massage before dressing in one of three evening gowns presented for her inspection. Her hair was dressed skillfully by Sheba, who explained she had learnt from her Mistress who was “English like madam.” Elizabeth assumed she meant Sullah’s head wife.
Feeling gloriously feminine after weeks of rough living, Elizabeth entered the room to which she was shown, to find a small group of guests had gathered. She was somewhat taken aback for she had not been expecting a party. She sought for Holmes amongst the strangers and was relieved when he appeared by her side.
“I know,” he said in answer to her expression. “It appears Sullah is entertaining his western business associates tonight. We’ll just have to make the best of it.”
“Holmes, I can’t,” Elizabeth breathed quietly. “I have never been to a dinner party before.” The confession made her blush a little.
Holmes looked at her panicky face. “Never?” he repeated.
She tried to explain swiftly. “I’ve no family or friends who would invite me to such an occasion.” She touched his arm and her own trembled. “You know what my life has consisted of.”
Holmes looked at her blankly, astonished. He abhorred social functions and expended a great deal of effort to avoid them. His was not an unfounded dislike for he had, in his opinion, attended far too many social affairs of one sort or another.
Elizabeth had attended none. Not one. She was probably more terrified now than she had been during any of the dangerous adventures in which he had embroiled her.
Holmes was amazed to hear himself saying gently; “Just be yourself, Elizabeth, and you’ll charm everyone here.” He smiled reassuringly. “I will stay by you.”
Sullah moved toward them, a European woman on his arm. Dressed in a quite normal evening suit, he could have passed as a well-tanned Englishman. He welcomed Elizabeth and introduced his wife.
Mary smiled at Elizabeth. “I thought one of those dresses would fit you,” she said, drawing her to one side. Holmes was led away by Sullah, to be introduced to the other guests in the room.
Mary kept Elizabeth by her side with idle and frivolous chat, the other women joining in. Elizabeth withstood it for only a few minutes before panic overtook her completely. She excused herself abruptly, picked up her train and crossed the floor to where the men stood by the fireplace. Holmes made room for her in the circle he stood in.
“My soul for a brandy,” she said in an undertone.
“Try sherry,” Holmes suggested, handing her his glass.
She sipped and saw the women watching her and whispering amongst themselves.
Holmes picked up another full glass of sherry from the tray on the sideboard. “You seem to have stopped the conversation on this side of the room.”
“Sigerson, is this beauty your wife?” The question was directed from Elizabeth’s right, the tones hale and hearty country English.
“Elizabeth, may I introduce you to Lord Barrington Edgewater. My wife Elizabeth, Lord Edgewater.”
Elizabeth held out her hand politely toward the dewlapped, portly lord. Edgewater, after the minutest of pauses, took it in his own podgy hand and shook firmly. “May I call you Elizabeth?” he asked, extracting his hand and mopping his gleaming face and shining, hairless head.
“I would prefer it,” she replied pleasantly.
“So, you have actually traveled on foot all the way from France?”
“Yes.”
“A remarkable feat,” Edgewater replied, studying her from top to toe.
“For a woman?” Elizabeth finished coolly, sensing his unspoken qualification.
Edgewater’s brows rose. “You’re not one of these damned suffragettes, are you?”
“Why? Does it make a difference?” Elizabeth asked with genuine puzzlement. She perceived she was falling foul of various unspoken etiquette rules.
“I should imagine it would,” another man said to her left. His accent was vaguely Italian. “At least to Edgewater here. He has been fighting them off for the ten years he has been in the House.” He smiled at Elizabeth. “Carlo Ricco, at your service.”
“Elizabeth Sigerson.” She felt her hand being shaken.
“I wouldn’t be offended by Edgewater,” he continued. “He is a bit sensitive in that area. Your husband has been telling me about your journey here. It sounds like a good adventure. Did you have much trouble over the Alps? Some of the passes there are difficult, even in summer.”
“We came via the coast,” Elizabeth lied cautiously, maintaining the fictitious origins of their journey as Holmes and she had concocted weeks previously. “Through Monte Carlo.”
“Ah! Monaco. That is a fascinating place. I am from Turin myself, but I have spent a lot of time up that way. Did you visit Grasse while you were there?”
Elizabeth cast about for an answer, lost.
Holmes turned to him. “You’re on a commission for the Royal Family, aren’t you?”
“Yes. Carpets, for the palace in Monaco…which is why I am here.”
“It is why we’re all here,” Edgewater replied. “Except you, Sigerson, I believe. At least, I’ve never heard your name around the traps. I thought I knew all the importers in England.”
Elizabeth found herself relaxing a little. Holmes had deflected the conversation neatly from her and onto himself.
As promised, he stayed nearby, parrying all conversational openings directed toward her, giving her time to restore her confidence. She listened as he told the most outrageous lies with a perfectly sincere face.
He was deep into a discussion on the more intricate aspects of elephant herding in Africa—a subject Elizabeth knew for a fact he had no practical experience with—when she saw him cast a quick glance in her direction. There was a message in that glance, but it took her some time to interpret it, for Holmes had been spinning tale after scandalous tale since she had arrived. Elephant herding seemed no more or less extraordinary than any other conversation he had held.
But then she focused on Lord Edgewater and suppressed a smile as Holmes’ message became clear. He was twisting their tails. He was dismantling their bombastic manners before her very eyes, and taking the essence of their insipid attitudes and throwing it back at them in hugely exaggerated proportions. He was telling her; here, this is their substance. It is nothing.
The humor was in their blindness. They accepted all Holmes said without a quiver.
Elizabeth finished her glass of sherry, accepted another from Holmes, then engaged in conversation with a young, nervous-looking youth to practice her own abilities at tail-twisting before looking for more fertile ground.
Sometime later she found herself discussing hunting with Edgewater. By now, she had discovered that if she adopted a knowledgeable air she could say just about anything without being revoked.
“So, do you join in at the kill?” Edgewater asked.
“No, for I do not agree with letting the dogs have their way. It would be much simpler to slit the poor animal’s throat,” she replied unthinkingly.
“Oh, really,” Edgewater replied, pouncing on her. “I suppose you would want the master of the hunt to dispatch the quarry. That’s the way with you woman that scream for equality. You want the best of both worlds, but will happily leave all the dirty work to the men.”
Elizabeth looked quickly about her, for his voice had carried and the salon became quiet. She caught Holmes’ eye. He was standing alone by the fireplace, watching her, his eyes narrowed slits of concentration. But there was a half-smile on his face and she felt he had been watching her for a while, appreciating her performance. Over his shoulder she could see the woman grouped in a small, awed audience.
She smiled at Edgewater. “You really shouldn’t assume so much, Lord Edgewater. I wouldn’t be so silly as to become involved in politics. There are far more interesting things to do. And I do happen to believe that woman are quite as capable as men of dirty work. Why, for all you know, I could have been out slitting throats before lunch today.”
There was a shocked collective drawing of breath from the women and a nervous twitter of laughter from the men. Then Edgewater let out a hearty bellow of laughter and thumped her on the shoulder. “Oh, I like you,” he said loudly. “I say, that’s a grand notion, that. Here, have a sherry.”
Elizabeth accepted the glass with a smile and a secretly drawn shaky breath of relief and looked about for Holmes. He was still standing at the ornately carved fireplace, his elbow resting on the mantle. He was quite alone and had been waiting for her eyes to fall on him, for he lifted his glass in a mock salute and communicated his approval with a barely noticeable nod of his head.
Elizabeth’s smile broadened.
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Holmes found her sitting on the divan, watching the moon over the sea and the distant twinkle of stars. It was almost completely dark in the room and the moonlight picked up the sequins on her dress as her breath rose and fell. She was listening to the oddly modulated and weirdly attractive wailing songs floating up to the window from the many mosques about the city.
“Sullah said you had retired. Are you feeling unwell?”
She smiled reassuringly as he sat on the opposite side of the broad divan, facing her. “I couldn’t stand the women’s chatter—not after the fun of the salon. They treated me like a pariah…not that I minded that so much.”
“So you did have fun, after all,” Holmes said quietly. “I thought you enjoyed deflating Lord Edgewater.”
“Thanks to you. You showed me how. I was quite in awe of them all until you pointed their superficiality out to me.”
“That sort of people always find themselves pricked when they come up against ruthless realists.”
“Am I ruthless?” Elizabeth asked.
“Reality is by definition ruthless. It cannot be anything else. Tonight both you and I discovered how far along that trail we have traveled. Whatever doubts I have about the future now, they are all fundamental doubts which nothing but time can answer.”
“They seem quite blinded by their triviality,” Elizabeth said sadly.
“Except Sullah. He was very impressed by you. I believe he would like to marry you if you were not already married…a fact I was greatly relieved to point out to him.”
Elizabeth looked up at his face quickly, but could distinguish nothing but his usual watchfulness.
“And you call me ruthless,” she replied lightly.
“You are. You have carved your way into my heart with the efficiency of a master swordsman and without a single drop of blood spilt.” His voice was casual, but the words caused Elizabeth to become quite motionless, her bosom rising and falling rapidly as her heart pounded.
Holmes reached up to pull at the pins holding her hair and his hands trembled just a little. “You really are quite beautiful tonight. But I prefer your hair loose, like this.” He removed the last pin and let the locks cascade down about her shoulders. “Then I can do this.” His long fingers slid into the copper locks and Elizabeth shivered again.
“Holmes….” she whispered.
“We’ve talked enough,” he said, drawing her to him.
• Chapter Seven •
_________________________
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ELIZABETH WAS STANDING at the fireplace when she reached this point in her narrative. It had taken two days to relate the tale and I had graduated to the sofa, pulled up close to the hearth.
I had maps and atlases spread about me, for I had begun tracing their route through the East, supplementing my own dim memories of the area from my minimal contribution to the Afghan Campaign. But the maps had fallen from my lap and my fingers played with the long golden knife that had spent nearly three years strapped to Elizabeth’s forearm, whilst she spun her tale of life under a foreign sky.
She was a very good story teller, for I could quite clearly see the cosmopolitan city that, for them, became their city. Constantinople with its conflicts and exotic contrasts, suited them perfectly.
Elizabeth fell silent, studying my face. Then she smiled. “As you see, I threw myself at him,” she added, reminding me of my guess. But after such a tale of the extremities of human kind, from murder to love, I could no longer feel embarrassment.
I held up the knife. “There are two gems missing,” I pointed out.
Elizabeth laughed. “You have been fingering that knife for two days, Watson, and you have only just noticed?”
“I believe I only really grew interested in it when I realized just what this knife represented,” I told her.
“You have a gruesome turn of mind. The gems are not missing, John.”
“Then where are they?”
“If you think logically, you will know where they are.” Despite more questions she refused to tell me where they were. Instead she asked Mrs. Hudson for a pot of coffee and set about making me more comfortable. The knife was hidden away again, and she picked up all the maps and neatened them.
“You’re not going to leave me there, are you?” I asked.
Elizabeth studied me, her head to one side. “Haven’t you had your fill of death and blood yet?”
“There is more?”
“Oh, yes, there is more. You do not travel around the remoter parts of Asia without it.” She stood, the maps in her hand and surveyed my face. “You’re not trying to turn me into Scheherazade, are you?”
I am afraid I had to ask her what her reference was and she told me the ancient Arabian story of the princess who kept herself alive by enthralling the king with stories, which every night she would leave unfinished until the morrow. Then Elizabeth added: “I thought I had given you your answer.”
I was quick to assure her that she had and that I had well satisfied my curiosity. “It’s just that…he is not at all the man I thought he was.” And then I added, “And looking at you standing there, it is hard to see you in a burnoose….”
Mrs. Hudson chose that moment to appear with the coffee pot and I fell silent, waiting for her to go. When she had left, Elizabeth poured a coffee and handed me the cup.
She sat on the hassock in front of me. “I suspected that was it. Well, John, you are right. He has changed. Fundamentally he is barely the same man you once knew. Just as I am not the woman that you remember from Switzerland. If we keep the same appearances and characteristics it is merely habit and the comfort of not showing weaknesses.” Her eyes lost their focus for a minute. “You cannot kill a man—or two men—and not remain unchanged.”
Then she smiled at me. “Had you been in Mashhad when we arrived, you would not have recognized him. The further east we traveled the more he seemed to cast aside his cloak of remoteness and unfold. He was spreading his wings, John, just as he always wanted to. And he was tasting a life that just might possibly hold the answers he was looking for.”
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They remained in Constantinople for ten more days and those were days of revelations for them both.
Sullah had quickly discarded all English affectations after the dinner party. “I have entertained my clients and received much money from them. Goods were exchanged. I am much like you–their adherence to the forms to the exclusion of original thinking irritates me.” He laughed. “You both have courage. You have it in here—” and he thumped his chest. “I thought to begin, well yes, it is very nice, the English Ma’am can kill. But what is really in her mind when she kills?”
Elizabeth writhed under this frank discussion, but Holmes answered off-handedly, “That’s the last thing you have to worry about, Sullah. You merely need be thankful that she can and did when you required it.”
Sullah smiled. “Yes, but I believe I know now. I, too, listened when you were talking to Lord Edgewater, Elizabeth. I have always thought him a fool, but you thought so and told him so, and he was too stupid to understand it.” He laughed, one of his great shouts of laughter. “So much for the lord who is in trade. When you are next in a bad temper, I shall tiptoe around you. I hope you never mistake me for an enemy.”
The reference was a reminder of Al-Sahib square, for Sullah had been informed of Elizabeth’s mistaken identification. Although he had not openly admitted it, Sullah had vaguely indicated he had been on possibly illicit business of his own and the Arabs had somehow marked him as easy prey and acted accordingly.
Holmes had formed his own theory on Sullah’s allusions. “There is a fairly heavy tariff for goods taken over the Imperial borders,” he told Elizabeth. “Sullah is carting caravans of goods every year or so. It would profit him to find a way of selling his wares without paying the duties.”
“Smuggling,” Elizabeth concluded, with a smile.
Holmes shrugged. “I shall be careful not to inquire too closely.”
The dinner party had been the last in a round of engagements with Sullah’s western business associates. Normally he packed up and moved out within a week of their departure. The palace that he rented for the season he was in the city was a concession to the western fallacy that all men in Persia were princes that lived in silk-lined tents and kept well stocked harems of beautiful women.
Some of the more obscure corners of the palace were very nearly in ruins and Sullah rented it chiefly for its ornate throne room, which was an excellent show room for his beautiful carpets.
“They like it if they think they have bought carpets from the son of Ali Baba,” Sullah told them frankly. “And the more silk and swags and slave girls I show them, the more money they give me. It is a pleasurable business in some ways.”
On the third day after the party, Sullah invited them to coffee, a Muslim way of opening a business discussion.
Holmes and Elizabeth had learnt a few lessons about Muslim customs by that time, so they dressed according to the customs acceptable to Sullah. Holmes wore the burnoose and a closely shrouded head cloth, which was a sign of respect. Elizabeth wore a head veil and kept well back behind Holmes as was expected of women.
But even as she began to make her obeisance, Sullah caught her joined hands in his and lifted her back to her feet. “No, I will not have it,” he said. “You have proved your right to stand at the same height as I.” He deftly unhooked her face veil. “Sit, sit. I have business to discuss with both of you.” He pointed to Holmes’ head wear. “I would much rather see your face than your respect,” he told him.
They joined Sullah at the low table and waited politely until he had poured the first cup of very strong Turkish coffee for each of them.
“I am leaving in a week,” he told them gravely. “I will be heading back for my home beneath the Elburz Mountains.” He passed a cup to Holmes, then Elizabeth. “I do not like to leave this city without all my debts and credits balanced nicely, for it is a year and sometimes two, before I return. These modern times have speeded up, for often when I return the faces are not the same.”
They politely agreed with him.
“However, with you, Elizabeth, I owe the life debt and that is a heavy debt to pay.”
Elizabeth hesitated. It had been her first intention to pass over it lightly but she realized that to do so would be to cheapen the quality of Sullah’s life. Instead she nodded politely. “Indeed it was a happy day for me when I did save your life for now I have a friend.”
Sullah looked pleased at her response. “Exactly. Exactly. So I have been thinking carefully about what I can do to repay this debt, but nothing appropriate comes to mind. It is a little difficult, because I have never had to concern myself with what a woman considers important before now.”
“Is it that you wish to ask me what I desire?” Elizabeth asked, maintaining a neutral face despite Sullah’s candid admission.
“I believe I have a solution that will distract you until I do arrive at the answer.” Sullah sipped at his coffee and they realized that the dramatic pause meant he was arriving at the purpose behind his invitation to coffee.
“It has come to my attention that you wish to travel east. Yes?”
Holmes nodded. “Yes.”
Neither of them wondered how their needs had ‘come to his attention’. They had been surrounded by slaves, family, guards and others in Sullah’s retinue for two days and had spoken extensively with Sullah and his business associates, as well as every other member of his household that spoke either English or Arabic. Somewhere during those conversations and through observation, report and deduction, Sullah had learned this information.
“I wondered why you have not followed the typical English custom of travelling by boat or steam ship or train to Bombay and thence to China, to do all the things that typical English do. But then, you are not typical English. You do not think like typical English. You went to Al-Sahib square dressed as natives so you could blend in and learn the truth. I invite you to coffee and you do me the honor of following my customs. You are extraordinary people.”
Even in three days, they had learnt that this expression was Sullah’s highest form of praise. But he had not finished.
“I feel to pay off the debt I owe, I should put much thought into it. How long have we known each other? Three days? It is not long enough to discover the inner workings of another. But then I learn…you want to travel further east. Perfect! I am leaving for Persia in a week. I could use two people as handy with their knives as these. I will ask them to travel with me and my horses and protect us from harm, and that will give me so much more time to discover what it is a woman could want in return for my life.”
Elizabeth caught Holmes’ eyes over the coffee cup. It was a perfect solution. They could travel at ease with a large group of people that knew the route intimately. It also gave them a direction, which they had been searching for. Persia. Mashhad.
Elizabeth nodded her head very slightly at Holmes’ questioning look. Gently he replaced his coffee cup, pushed it aside and settled down to discuss terms.
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“He employed you?” I asked of Elizabeth.
“Yes. We had our first assignment as mercenaries.” She laughed at the appalled look on my face. “We were out of contact with England. Mycroft wouldn’t have dared send us money even if he knew where we would be from one day to the next. We were on our own.”
Sullah’s contract was the standard terms offered to anyone who wished to work their way along the trade routes. They would travel with his caravan and give him any assistance he needed or requested. In return he would give them food and shelter and the protection afforded by travelling with a large group.
His caravan consisted of one hundred horses and thirty-six men, women and children, eight long heavy carts to be hauled by the work horses and a retinue of soldiers to guard them all. The caravan moved slowly. To travel fifteen miles in a day was considered good progress, especially through the mountainous country they would be travelling over toward the north end of the Euphrates valley. Sullah generally allowed himself three months for the entire journey and was anxious to get under way.
The caravan assembled outside of the city and began its first leg of the journey to Ankara barely seven days after Sullah’s proposal to Holmes and Elizabeth. By the time they had reached Ankara, they were well settled into the slow, easy routine of the caravan. Travel was only during daylight hours, so they would not miss any of the subtle navigation signposts. Camp was set up for the night in the last hour of daylight, and the precious horses corralled. The men set up shelter for the least hardy travelers, and the women cooked the only hot meal of the day on open fires while the children ran and played and watched the activities of the men.
Holmes and Elizabeth, as guards, had no onerous duties at all. They were privileged members of the caravan and were treated with respect. At first, they believed their assigned duties were little more than a name and a status symbol for Sullah. But they were barely south of Ankara when they were disabused of the notion.
They had bent further toward the south, to pick up the very beginnings of the Euphrates, which they would follow into Mesopotamia before branching off to Baghdad, where Sullah would trade some of his horses. On the second day out from Ankara, the caravan was set upon by a mottled, ragbag group of bandits whose main interest was in the riches Sullah carried on the heavily-burdened carts. The bandits were most likely desperate beggars from the decrepit fringes that made up nearly two-thirds of Ankara’s city profile. They were unskilled and after first blood, unenthusiastic and Sullah’s soldiers chased them off very quickly. Neither Holmes nor Elizabeth fired a shot and their knives remained sheathed throughout, but it served to prove to them that their positions were anything but honorary.
All the guards rode on horseback, to give them the extra speed necessary to protect the long tail of the caravan. Sullah lent Holmes and Elizabeth a horse each. Both horses were the pick of his purchases that summer and were beautiful.
Elizabeth liked to race ahead of the slow moving caravan, her stallion’s smooth ground-swallowing gallop soothing and exhilarating at once. Sometimes Holmes accompanied her. More often she forged ahead alone. This was a personal and mental freedom far greater than any of her strolls about the moors and she would only ever achieve a vague semblance of it once she had left the Persian mountains behind her. Holmes, with the growing intuitive understanding he would forever after share with her, allowed her to roam as she pleased. The deadly skills he was training up in her were his gift toward her freedom. Some people would be appalled by Elizabeth’s combat abilities, but these skills clothed her like an invisible shield potential enemies could sense and trouble rarely came her way.
She roamed the mountains and valleys as she pleased, wearing the tight coat, and gaily-colored cummerbund of the Kurds and her hair was left loose, her soul concession to womanhood. Sullah outfitted them both with warm fleece-lined riding boots and she also adopted the trousers, finding them the most comfortable attire when she was astride a horse nearly all day.
She would move along the length of the caravan, talking to whoever she pleased, improving both her Arabic and Farsi, the Persian tongue, her bright red locks shining in the strong summer sun, making her stand out conspicuously. She would walk Merlin, her horse, alongside a cart, talking to the driver, then perhaps race at full speed to the top of the caravan and exchange a few words with the guide.
Holmes frequently traveled alongside Sullah, talking quietly to him in Persian. He had mastered the fundamentals and a basic vocabulary at an astonishing rate. He also often sought out the elders of the family and spoke to them at length.
Sometimes he rode at the head of the caravan with the guide, discussing their route and the mountain passes and what lay further east, beyond Sullah’s land.
Sullah found him there one afternoon and pulled his own wide-chested stallion in alongside.
Holmes was watching the distant but unmistakable figure of Elizabeth, far down toward the end of the valley they were traversing. She was astride Merlin and galloping back to the caravan, her burnished locks flying out behind her.
Sullah examined his English friend. “She is like a colt, is Elizabeth,” he said. “Discovering the world and freedom before she is introduced to the bridle and bit.”
Holmes nodded. “She knows it will come, though, but not for a while.”
“Must you return, my friend?” Sullah asked softly. “It would be an unkindness to Elizabeth…and I would lose two remarkable friends.”
Holmes looked down at his intricately carved saddle. “London is another world away. I could not imagine anything more unlikely than returning to its grimness, yet we both belong there and one day it will be time to return. Even Elizabeth will want to return.”
Sullah watched Elizabeth’s breakneck speed down the valley. “It seems unlikely. It is a very great gift you give her.” He laughed shortly. “She is the most admired woman in the camp. Every man lusts after her yet none will dare approach her, so fierce is her reputation and the reputation of the man who watches her so carefully.” He glanced at Holmes covertly. “Is it not uncharacteristic of Sherlock Holmes to be so intimate with a woman?”
Holmes’ head jerked around at Sullah’s use of his name, then he relaxed, for there were only a scant handful in the camp that spoke English and none were within hearing range. He eyed Sullah warily. “You read too much into Watson’s chronicles, Sullah. I am surprised The Strand reaches this far.”
“Ah, yes, you relax despite my revelation. Then you know you can trust me.”
Holmes nodded. “Implicitly.”
“I am very pleased to meet the great Sherlock Holmes…and very puzzled.”
“One day you will understand. For now it is enough that I tell you the world believes Sherlock Holmes is dead and my life depends upon that misrepresentation remaining uncovered. Elizabeth’s life, too. She is deeply involved in the machinations that bring us here.”
Sullah held up his hand. “Peace. My lips are silent.”
Elizabeth reined in her horse beside them, her eyes shining and her cheeks glowing. “You two are looking grim. Stop discussing politics and enjoy this beautiful air and sunshine.”
Sullah laughed.
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They reached Sullah’s home on the slopes of the Elburz Mountains north of Mashhad just as winter began to set in. Their caravan had diminished by that time, for parties had left the group as they reached their own destination. It had been a long, indirect trip for across Persia there are only two trade and travel routes, which follow the mountain chains. Only a fool would attempt to travel other than along their well-established paths.
The most populous route and the one Sullah’s caravan used, begins in Baghdad, and travels even further south to skirt the western barrier range before turning north-east and heading directly for Teheran. Another route runs from Teheran across to Mashhad, following the long line of mountains that end almost at Mashhad.
Their arrival caused excitement among the people who had remained in Sullah’s home, for there would be many gifts and goods to inspect before the day was through. The travelers dispersed among their relatives and friends and Sullah arranged for rooms for Elizabeth and Holmes, where they gratefully relaxed on western style beds.
They stayed in Sullah’s home for the remainder of that winter, a bitterly cold period of exceptional snowfalls. Travel would have been impossible, even if they had wanted to move on, but they were content for the meantime to rest and regain some strength.
It was a time of waiting for Elizabeth, for she sensed that Holmes was still searching for their goal.
She spent much of her time making repairs to clothes and possessions and learning some of the herb lore of Persian cooking and medicine. This knowledge became invaluable. The Persians had spent generations of nomadic existence. It was only in recent history that permanent homes had become the norm outside of cities. Their skills in living off the land as they traveled and conserving food and water were honed from that era of constant travel.
Later, Holmes and Elizabeth would find themselves healthy and well-fed in apparently barren country because of the nomadic skills they had absorbed during their journey with Sullah, and later at Mashhad.
As they fell into the domestic routines of Sullah’s home, Elizabeth noticed Holmes was spending more and more time with the strange little man that came from over the mountains. She had never bothered to learn more about him, for he was a solitary creature who spoke Persian badly and Arabic not at all. He tended the goats that traveled with the caravan—the walking larder—with a deft hand and a keen instinct. At night he would wrap himself in skins and sleep on the ground by his animals. The routine never changed.
Now that Holmes was showing such a deep interest in him, Elizabeth’s curiosity was piqued. She asked Sullah about the man.
“He is from Tibet.” Sullah looked over to where the man was tending the hooves of some of the young kids. “He came out of the mountains one day, badly cut about by bandits and with nothing to his name. We took him in and cared for him, for the frostbite had got him. We saved all but his toes—they were beyond help. In return he tends the goats.”
“Doesn’t he have any greater ambition than that? Has he ever expressed a desire to return to Tibet? To his home?”
Sullah shrugged. “If you ask him, he will say his home is here. I do not believe he has any relatives and now he considers us his family. It is hard to get details from him, for he has never really bothered to improve his Persian. He is a wonderful man to talk to if you are looking for peace of mind. He understands the secret of life, I am sure. There is a placidness, a forgiveness in him that hints of higher wisdom. I am not surprised Holmes seeks him out.”
Elizabeth returned to her small affairs about the homestead, pondering this new puzzle. Sometime later, as the sun was flattening on the horizon, she found Holmes still near his rock, watching a spectacular display of colors playing over the face of the eastern mountains. His absent frown had disappeared and his entire attention was involved in the enjoyment of the display.
She sat on the rock, appreciating its warmth now the small heat of the day had evaporated and studied him overtly. Holmes eventually acknowledged her presence, sitting beside her. He pulled the long skirts of his coat aside and lifted one knee to rest his chin upon.
“You want to travel to Tibet, don’t you?” Elizabeth asked.
Holmes lit a cigarette before answering. “The old man, Ch’ang T’i…he has a placid wisdom that appeals to something in me. He tells me I can find it there. In Tibet.”
“How?”
“Their leader, the Llama, is reputedly wise and humble and will try to help all who approach him in need, no matter what their religion. The old man says this is the man I should approach.”
“Could you find him?”
“Ch’ang T’i says he will lead us over the mountains, if we wish. But it is a dangerous journey, especially in the colder months. It is impassable in winter.”
The implication was obvious. If they were not to spend next winter in some out flung valley, or perish in an impassable mountain crossing, they would have to go soon. Holmes did not bother to spell this out to Elizabeth. He fully appreciated her mental prowess. Instead he sat smoking and waiting for her answer, tacitly giving her some say in the matter of their destiny.
“I started packing this afternoon,” she said eventually. “We can be ready to leave in two days.”
Holmes did not react radically to this illustration of Elizabeth’s uncanny empathy, but his heartfelt gratitude was revealed in the warm pressure of his hand on hers and his quiet, earnest, “Thank you.”
Elizabeth gazed at the distant white peaks. “Sullah will be furious.”
After a short silence, Holmes nodded. “Yes, he will be.”
•ï¡÷¡ï• •ï¡÷¡ï• •ï¡÷¡ï•
Sullah’s disappointment was bitter enough to inspire two days’ worth of invective, pleading, argument and clever campaigning. All were useless against Holmes’ resolve.
Eventually Elizabeth convinced Sullah his efforts were wasted and he calmed long enough to consider Holmes’ plans with a judicious and experienced eye. He immediately pointed out the difficulty of traversing the Hindu Kush from the west, and advised Holmes to follow the ancient and well-traveled silk route, which passed within a few miles of Sullah’s land. This route skirted the Tibetan plateau, hugging the northern border mountain chains. They could travel as far east as Ch’ang T’i considered necessary, then cross through one of the passes into the northern most reaches of Tibet. It was a longer, but easier, journey.
The old man did not know the route and Sullah offered one of his household guards as a companion and guide. The guard was a native Chinese, who had once been employed by a trader who used the silk route and was the major source of Sullah’s knowledge on the route. He would be able to show them the way.
In a fit of generosity and with tears of emotion in his eyes, Sullah included the two priceless horses Holmes and Elizabeth had ridden from Constantinople.
The gift was inestimable for another strategic reason. Holmes was determined to begin immediately, even though winter was still lingering, which had been a reason for Sullah’s objection to crossing the Hindu Kush from the west. Although Holmes would manage to avoid the high mountain passes by using the silk route, it was much farther in distance. On horseback they would be able to reach the pass in time to cross into Tibet during high summer. On foot, they stood the chance of being caught by another winter.
So Holmes accepted the offer of the horses with much relief. It was arranged that their guide would go as far as the Tibetan pass before returning back to Sullah with the horses, for the animals would not be able to manage the mountain passes. The old man knew the way into Tibet from that point and could guide from there.
Within the two days promised, they were ready to leave and in the freezing air of pre-dawn they slid into their saddles, the bits clanking coldly as the horses pranced. Ch’ang T’i refused to ride his own beast, but consented to riding pillion with the guide, Ts’e.
Sullah stood watching, well wrapped against the cold with a bright hand-woven cloak of many hued lengths of goats’ wool. Only a few other members of his household were present. The cold discouraged all but the most ardent well-wishers.
“On your return you must stop here awhile.” Sullah shielded his eyes against the rays of the low dawn sunlight. “That is, if you are mad enough to try another winter passage, my friends. Then you can travel with me back to Constantinople.”
Holmes looked down at the trader from his high perch. “We’ll try,” he said simply.
Sullah moved to Elizabeth’s side and held Merlin’s bridle as the animal fretted. “Goodbye, Elizabeth, my dear.”
She leaned down to drop a kiss on his cheek. “Goodbye, Sullah.”
He turned to offer his hand to Holmes, who took it gravely. Sullah sighed deeply. “Be careful, won’t you? And take care of her.”
With no more ceremony the three horses were turned toward the sun and urged forward.
• Chapter Eight •
_________________________
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TIBET REMAINS ONE of the last eastern countries to be fully penetrated by Europeans. It rests at the highest altitude in the world, surrounded by three chains of imposing mountains and the breadth of China to its east. Its geography guarantees a degree of isolation which the Tibetans have sought to increase for generations.
Consequently, the rhythms of life on Tibet’s semi-desert plateaus follow customs which date from antiquity and have changed very little since.
The harshness of the life is another factor which encourages the ancient practices, which have been honed by ruthless elimination. Survival is a primitive equation.
Most of the population are nomadic shepherds, who follow the centuries old caravan routes that lead to Lhasa. Some are farmers who subsist on crops of wheat, millet and beans. All are simple people who live with nature’s patterns and follow a religion that nourishes inner peace. It was this equilibrium in the old man that caused Holmes to search out the country and seek answers of his own.
But his quest was nearly forgotten almost before it had begun.
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They had come across the woman at one of the water holes that dotted the trade routes. It was high summer and shepherds were heading for the high grounds at the base of the mountains on the Tarim Pendi—the northern Plateau—where the sweet grasses grew. There, their herds of goats and yaks could breed and fatten for the lean winter months.
The woman, Ts’iang, was too far south to make the feeding grounds in time for the breeding season and Ch’ang T’i had warned them to approach the camp cautiously. He feared it was a trap for the unwary traveler. Women did not travel alone.
The mystery was solved almost immediately for as soon as Ts’iang realized Elizabeth was a woman, she drew her aside and pantomimed a message.
Elizabeth bit her lip and glanced at Holmes. “She is pregnant and her time is close.”
Ch’ang T’i had cocked his head at Ts’iang’ performance and now began a long complicated trilingual conversation between himself, the woman and Holmes, which Holmes translated into English for Elizabeth. As the woman blushed coyly and stammered, the story slowly emerged.
Her mate had died nearly a month previously. By appraisal of Ts’iang’s re-enactment of the symptoms, Holmes thought the man had died of appendicitis. Their camp had been much further north. Once Ts’iang had taken care of her mate’s body, she had turned the flock south-east, hoping to reach her village before her baby was born. But her pains had started that morning and she had set up camp, knowing she would need the shelter.
Elizabeth studied the woman. “She is not in labor,” she judged.
After careful questioning and translation, Holmes shook his head. “No, she isn’t. She said it stopped some time ago.”
Elizabeth looked perplexed. “I do not know anything about childbirth, but that doesn’t sound very good.” She looked at Holmes. “What do we do?”
Ultimately, they did nothing. It was Ch’ang T’i, the goatherd and animal midwife, who delivered the baby some eighteen hours later, with Elizabeth’s help. The day had long since drawn into night and sunrise was close when Ch’ang T’i emerged from the round tent, grunted a few words at Holmes, and rolled himself up in his skins, to sleep amongst the herd of goats resting on the stony shore of the tiny lake.
“A boy,” Elizabeth added tiredly, when she emerged herself.
Holmes threw more of the precious wood supply onto the fire. “How long until she is fit to move?”
Elizabeth frowned. “I do not know. We’ll have to ask Ch’ang T’i.” She glanced over at the motionless pile of skins. “Tomorrow.”
The consensus was they would have to provide for Ts’iang for at least ten days. Holmes accepted the estimate with philosophical restraint. “I can wait ten days,” he said.
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“We stayed there two years,” Elizabeth told me, with a smile. “It just worked out that way. We couldn’t leave Ts’iang on her own and when we reached her village, her family had departed for the summer. That wasn’t so unusual, but it meant we were committed for the next three months, at least.
“Then Ch’ang T’i traveled across to the northern trade route to his home village, to learn definite information about his family. They were dead or missing, as he had suspected, so he came back and took up with Ts’iang. I think he preferred it that way. He was much too cosmopolitan to settle down to family life once more—or so he said.
“Actually that became the village joke, for Ch’ang T’i was somewhat of a celebrity after his international journeys and considered something of a catch. He found himself a second wife within months of his return.”
Elizabeth smiled to herself at the memory. “Of course when winter arrived we couldn’t go travelling about because no-one else would, so we stayed, too.” Her smile broadened. “Besides, Ch’ang T’i was too old and Ts’iang had her hands full with her baby and they needed our help.”
I stared at her. “You joined the nomads?”
“Yes, we became shepherds. Well, goat-herds, actually. Holmes became quite good at it. But I am afraid I will never be able to judge a good quality goat.”
They fell into the rituals of nomadic life with an ease that astonished them. After a time they became tuned to the hidden cadences and rhythms that dictated their actions and found how deceptively simple it all seemed.
The question of when they would depart was neglected and postponed, until gradually it was forgotten altogether.
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In the autumn of their second year, they arrived back in Ts’iang’s village in preparation for winter and found her family had returned early, too. Holmes had been waiting for such an opportunity and had made his plans immediately. It had remained his ambition to travel to Lhasa and speak with the Dalai Lama, the spiritual leader of the Tibetan Buddhist religion. Holmes also thought he might be able to sell his account on Tibetan life to one of the international journals and thus swell their dwindling supply of funds.
With Ts’iang and the household settled in for winter and the trade routes still open during the mild autumn, Holmes felt he could impose on Ch’ang T’i to leave Ts’iang and travel to Lhasa with him. Ch’ang T’i was agreeable and only three days after arriving, they shouldered their packs to leave again.
Elizabeth stayed behind. Ts’iang was deeply attached to her and Elizabeth believed it would help Ts’iang feel more secure if she remained to watch over her. Ts’iang knew of Elizabeth’s defensive skills and was happy to settle for Elizabeth’s company as a consolation for Ch’ang T’i’s absence.
The journey to Lhasa was a fairly lengthy one and Ch’ang T’i was not overly familiar with the route. It was hoped that they would be able to travel fast enough to complete the return journey before winter settled in. But in that country pessimism is more practical, so with considerable patience, Elizabeth prepared to wait out most of the winter, if necessary.
“On your own?” I asked.
“The whole village was there,” Elizabeth pointed out.
“Yes, but…”
“But, yes, I was the only European,” she agreed. “I had nearly forgotten I was English, by then. I knew the language well enough and Ts’iang’s people were pure kindness. It was much warmer and friendlier by the fire than traipsing about the Tsangpo Valley in the snow. I had a place there.”
•ï¡÷¡ï• •ï¡÷¡ï• •ï¡÷¡ï•
Elizabeth awoke with a start and froze, as she listened with straining ears for the repeat of the subliminal noise that had alerted her. Cautiously she inched her hand toward the knife under her pillow.
Suddenly a strong hand clamped down on her inching wrist, holding it still.
“It is me, Elizabeth. You have no need for the knife.”
She opened her eye, and sat up, dropping the hilt. Holmes was on one knee beside the pallet, leaning heavily on his shepherd’s crook, his face tired and haggard, and half-obscured by the bulky coat and skins necessary to protect him as they traveled over the passes. It was evident he’d only just arrived and come straight to her.
Elizabeth said softly: “We weren’t expecting you….” She stopped as Holmes swayed a little. “You’re hurt!” she said, and her eyebrows rose as he pulled his coat aside and a large blood-stained tear in his clothing appeared.
“We ran into trouble around sunset last night and decided to continue walking until we got home,” Holmes said, pulling layers aside.
“Oh, my god….” Elizabeth murmured, appalled at the sight of the wound itself.
“It is not as bad as it looks,” Holmes assured her. “A little blood goes a long way. But it might need a stitch or two and I’d rather not let Ts’iang administer me. Her embroidery is worse than yours.”
Elizabeth reached for her clothes. “I will see to it,” she told him.
•ï¡÷¡ï• •ï¡÷¡ï• •ï¡÷¡ï•
It was later than she had supposed for as she strode toward the river, she could see the first glimmer of dawn in the east. Holmes’ enforced march had taken twelve hours.
The pre-dawn was still and quiet and the air was warm, trapped by the cloud layer that had lingered overnight. The cloud was clearing now and the sun would continue the warming process, bringing the temperature close to zero degrees. Winter had been delayed for a while.
As she was drawing the bucket to the bank, Holmes appeared by her side, the unfastened coat flapping as he scrambled down the bank. “I will save you having to carry the water back.”
“I am used to it,” she said simply. She studied his dark silhouette, waiting.
“I wanted to talk,” he said at last. “It is actually a relief to use English after that bastardized Persian Ch’ang T’i insists on using. I am feeling garrulous, which is a change.” He brushed the snow from a large flat rock, propped the lantern on a corner, and lit it with one of the last of their judiciously-preserved supply of matches. The light flared out and he reduced it to a feeble glow, enough for Elizabeth to see what she was doing. It left his features in deep shadow. He sat on the rock and held out their medical kit—one of their most precious possessions.
“You’re also feeling extravagant,” Elizabeth replied. She took the kit. “Lie back.”
Holmes obeyed and watched the sky lighten above Elizabeth’s head as she worked. “Our standards of value have changed since Switzerland, haven’t they? We think nothing of the best cuts of meat, yet begrudge a sulfur match.”
“The law of supply and demand,” Elizabeth said, her voice a little detached as she concentrated on what her fingers were doing. “How did this happen?”
“A trio of outlaws ambushed us in the ravine leading to the last pass. We fought them off, but decided it was wiser to keep on the move rather than wait for them to catch up with us again. And you? Any trouble?”
“Only with wolves, in the last week or two. They’re heading south. I think winter is on its way, at last. We’ve been lucky.” She snipped the sterilized thread and Holmes jumped. “Sorry.”
“I deserve it. I was a little too complacent and this is the result. I have lost my edge.”
Elizabeth lifted her head. “Why do you say that?”
“The lack of competition. The lack of danger. My mind has grown lax.”
Elizabeth raised his hand to his side and put his fingers on the edge of the bandage. “Hold that and sit up,” she instructed him, then began to wind the bandage about his ribs. “I do not believe you’ve grown soft, Holmes. It is just this country. You’ve no echoing footpaths or hidden doors out here…and considerably less than five million people. All your normally sensitive instincts have merely relaxed.” She tore the end of the bandage and tied it firmly. “You do not have to keep wide awake and listening to know if someone is approaching you across a valley of shale.”
“I have grown used to danger from beast and birds rather than man.”
“Some people would consider that an improvement,” Elizabeth pointed out. She sat back on her heels, studying him in the growing light.
There was nothing of the European about either of them anymore. Elizabeth’s only distinctions were her long burnished hair and the strong arched brows and smooth cheeks. Otherwise they were dressed alike in long trousers, sheep skin boots, shirts, overshirts and jackets. As a further measure against the cold they wore layers of woolen material in the form of overcoats and cloaks, all topped off with hugely oversized coats of goat’s wool. They wore the Kurdish adaptation of the turban on their heads and they wore their knives and pistols openly, tucked into the bright cummerbunds. Holmes habitually carried the shepherd’s crook and Elizabeth a long staff—invaluable aids when scrambling about the knees of mountains searching for recalcitrant goats. Both were tanned and extremely healthy, although thinner. They had developed far-seeing eyes and had learned a philosophical patience for all nature’s quirks and delays, though Holmes was still quick to flare over human stupidity.
The greatest change was in their attitudes. Meet either of them on one of the lonely mountain passes they routinely traveled and you came face to face with an overt, inactive menace. They radiated danger and power and an overriding sense of fine control which made them seem formidable indeed.
(Elizabeth’s description seemed a little exaggerated to me, when I first heard it. Indeed, it ill compared with her appearance as she related it—a tall beautifully turned out lady in a lovely lilac dress and a fragile piece of lace at her collar, with all the subtle and hidden feminine skills designed to excite a man’s interest. It seemed far from the savage appearances she was accrediting them both. Elizabeth smiled at my reaction. “It is true we’ve recaptured a thin veneer of civility. But we would both be unmasked if trouble struck. For that was what had reformed our attitudes—danger. We reverted to uncivilized barbarians because that was how you survived out there.”)
Holmes remained silent, enjoying the spectacular hues of dawn sunlight on the last of the clouds.
“Did you find what you wanted in Lhasa?” Elizabeth finally asked him.
“I did sell my articles.” Holmes rearranged his clothing and dug into a pocket and pulled out a cigarette—a European style ready-rolled cigarette carefully preserved in a vacuum tin. After he had lit it and drawn on it, he said slowly: “I visited the Polata and spoke to the Llama.”
“And?”
He stared out across the river, remembering. “He was indeed a wise man. He had no answers but one and that was to find what I seek I must look inside of me, not for symbols or signs from elsewhere.”
Elizabeth remained silent and Holmes glanced at her. “Yes…you knew that all the time, didn’t you?”
“You are not one of the weak, Holmes. You already have all the wisdom and strength you need. You simply have to find it.”
Holmes nodded. “I have made a crucial mistake,” he said.
“I am sure it is not your first.”
“It probably won’t be the last, but I swear I will never make the same mistake again.”
“I am listening.”
He hesitated a little. “If Moriarty and our adventures in Switzerland hadn’t happened, I would still have made this trip. Except I would have been alone. As we’ve learned, I would probably dead as a result. However, it didn’t happen that way. Even before we left Persia I had begun to think I didn’t need to visit Lhasa. It wasn’t a conscious thought, but an unsettling feeling of…completeness. I have traveled over half way around the globe, most of it on foot and through some of the most god-forsaken country in the world, only to discover I’d brought my happiness along with me.” He glanced at her quickly. “I have wasted so much of your time, Elizabeth.”
“It hasn’t been wasted,” she replied softly. “We take back the gift of solitude with us.”
“I have put you in danger. That will remain a constant for the rest of your life. Being closely associated with my name is hazardous.”
“You have tried to compensate for that,” she pointed out, her hand dropping to the hilt of her knife tucked into her belt.
“I have tried to develop your abilities. It is hardly a fair bargain. You’ve had very little choice in the matter so far. Perhaps I should give you a chance to decide.”
She touched his arm. “It is time to go back, isn’t it?”
“Yes, it is time we returned,” he replied. “It would be selfish to remain here any longer.”
•ï¡÷¡ï• •ï¡÷¡ï• •ï¡÷¡ï•
Typically, once he had made up his mind, Holmes could tolerate no delays in implementing his decisions. With seething agitation, he pressed the arrangements to leave.
Elizabeth was equally anxious to depart at the soonest date, for she had been keeping a vigilant eye on the weather. Holmes had returned from Lhasa in late October and Elizabeth knew the mild autumn would not stay much longer.
With both keen to hasten their departure, they managed to find a guide that was willing to show them the western route along Tibet’s low summer valleys and across the mountains, straight into Persia. The very route, in fact, that Sullah had been adamant they not tackle, two years before and the same route that Ch’ang T’i had been using when Sullah’s people had found him, eleven years before.
It seemed to Elizabeth they were destined to be forever travelling into bad weather. However, she was confident of their guide’s knowledge and both Holmes and she were so much more experienced, now, in surviving the harsh conditions.
On November 1, 1893, as near as they could tally it, they left for Mashhad with the guide, two yaks as beasts of burden, six goats on the hoof, a dressed sheep, barley meal, a small bag of dried tea leaves and the shy, warm wishes of an entire village for god speed and good luck.
“We needed every bit of luck they offered us,” Elizabeth told me. “For we lost our guide just out of sight of the Persian plains and we had to navigate ourselves by stars and moon—when we had a clear night, that is. Usually it was overcast and we simply followed our noses.”
They arrived on Sullah’s doorstep barely a week before Christmas, pushing their way the last mile through a storm that settled into a blizzard that lasted three days.
Winter had arrived and had they followed their intentions, they would have stayed throughout winter once again. But a message from Mycroft was waiting for Holmes—a message that had been sent nearly six months earlier to his last known location, via paid carriers. It had been held by Sullah’s household staff until Sullah’s return to the homestead. Sullah’s return had preceded Holmes’ by a mere three weeks and Sullah had been at a loss regarding the message’s further progress.
That was solved by Holmes’ arrival, but the contents of the letter were sufficient to prevent Holmes from settling for too long.
Mycroft had gathered a large quantity of facts and information relevant to Holmes’ situation throughout his younger brother’s absence from London. The distillation of this intelligence was contained in his letter for Holmes to absorb and upon which to base sound decisions concerning their future.
Amongst many of the significant facts was the news of Straker’s imprisonment for the murder of an innocent victim and the death of two of Holmes’ bitterest enemies—one from natural means and the other a boating accident in a Scottish loch.
Elizabeth was as quick to grasp the significance of this news as Holmes. She tapped the particular sheet of Mycroft’s letter where it lay on the table between them. “Holmes, this means only Moran is loose to cause mischief. If we could somehow contain him….”
Holmes nodded. “Yes, but we must proceed cautiously. Moran’s ‘mischief’ is a potent brew indeed.”
There were other, politically important, instructions in Mycroft’s letter and for these, Holmes approached Sullah for help.
“Khartoum?” Sullah repeated aloud, putting the letter down on the low table before him. Holmes had found him in his private salon, from where Sullah carried out most of his daily business of overseeing the extensive organization of his household and grazing lands. “But the Sudan is peaceful now. The Khalifa has smoothed out all the wrinkles. Besides, he is at Omdurman, not Khartoum. That is where you will get most of your information.”
“I will start with Khartoum,” Holmes answered. “Or finish there. That is where most of the Europeans are and we can travel up to Omdurman as we need to.”
“We can buy what European supplies we need at Khartoum,” Elizabeth pointed out, patting her trouser-encased knees.
“Khartoum….” Sullah intoned, leaning back into his cushions, his brow wrinkled.
“At fastest speed,” Holmes added.
Sullah remained silent, his eyes shut. Holmes and Elizabeth kept the silence, waiting patiently for Sullah to finish his contemplation.
After several long moments, he opened his eyes, clapped his hands twice, sharply and called out in Persian for his maps. The requested maps were speedily brought and spread out across the table.
“There is fastest speed and there is safest speed when crossing the deserts,” Sullah warned them. “But in winter the two are closer than in summer. Cross the desert you must, if you wish to travel to Khartoum as directly as you can.” He pointed out the route on the maps. “From Teheran to Isfahan and to Shiraz on the Gulf. You must cross the Arabian Empty Quarter, through to Mecca, down to Jeddah and across the Red Sea to Port Sudan. There are ships crossing nearly every day, so that will not hamper your speed. Hhmmm.”
Sullah paused, frowning, staring at the map. “Only an imbecile would cross these deserts without a guide—without someone who knows how.” He caught Holmes’ impatient motion out of the corner of his eye and held up a finger in warning. “No, not even clever imbeciles who cross the Swiss Alps alone.” He shook his head gently. “In the Empty Quarter you can die faster and in ways that number more than the people of your wonderful London. You must believe me in this and do as I say. Arabs have spent thousands of years living in these lands and even they with all their expertise and experience of living and travelling through deserts cannot tame the Empty Quarter.”
“And what of Persia’s deserts?” Elizabeth asked Sullah. “Are they to be as feared?”
Sullah smiled grimly. “All deserts should be respected. But my country’s deserts…these are not a problem. Even the children of my household are familiar with each oasis and wadi. I can find you a guide to help you down to the sea and across the gulf. But someone who is familiar with the Empty Quarter?” He frowned again. “There is only one person I know who has traveled across the Arabian peninsula often enough to be useful.”
“Who?” Holmes asked, restraining his impatience.
“Me,” Sullah said simply. He laughed, one of his great bellows. “If you must risk your lives on such a reckless dash across three of the world’s worst deserts, it is only fair that I as your friend should share the risk. Besides, it is the perfect opportunity to pay my debt to Elizabeth.” He put his hand on his heart and nodded his head toward her. “I will lead you both to Khartoum.”
The mounted party that left Mashhad in early January 1894 numbered eight, and included two of Sullah’s sons and three of his most capable caravan guards.
Sullah, with true tradesman’s thrift, planned to wait in Khartoum with Elizabeth until Holmes’ information gathering assignment for the Foreign Office had been completed and then travel with Holmes and Elizabeth as far as Suez, where they would part.
Sullah would then travel up the eastern Mediterranean coast, taking advantage of the unique opportunity to buy and sell in these foreign markets. His caravan would be led by his eldest son to Constantinople, where Sullah intended to convene the two parties and continue with his annual carpet sale.
Their trip across the deserts was arduous, but rapid. As promised, Sullah lead them across the burning plains as swiftly as safe travel would permit. But their speed was not too fast for them to learn and understand just how dangerous it would have been had they attempted the trip alone.
They reached Khartoum in February. Dressed as Arabs, as they had been for their journey, they blended into the indigenous population with experienced ease. This had been Holmes’ intention. They had learnt from their time in Constantinople that tongues were looser when Europeans were absent and Holmes intended to draw out every scrap of information available for Mycroft’s associates.
Rumors were endemic and Holmes soon had a wealth of speculation and gossip. Within twenty-four hours of their arrival, he moved onto Omdurman, leaving Elizabeth and Sullah in Khartoum. There, he completed his extraordinary interview with the Khalifa, who found this strange Englishman in Arab dress much easier to talk to than any other representative of that odd race. He found him such a congenial listener, in fact, that Holmes was able to confirm much that had been worrying the British government for some time concerning Britain’s affairs in that corner of the world.
Holmes and Elizabeth planned to travel by sea through the Suez Canal and across the Mediterranean to Marseilles, on the French coast. There were also ships that traveled directly from Aden to England, but they chose to approach home circumspectly. Poised for the final passage, they could wait in France until Holmes received a clear sign of Moran’s activities or otherwise deemed it time to return to London.
This route to France was well-frequented by the British, for apart from journeying by sea, one was forced by the sentinels of desert to travel along the narrow Nile valley—a picturesque, although lengthy, journey that Holmes in his desire to move on would not countenance. He needed to reach either of the port cities of the canal so he could dispatch his report to England and delay was intolerable.
Since the trouble began in the Sudan, the country hosts many British. As a consequence, trades and services considered essential by the Englishman had sprung up in all the cities. So it was with unexpected reluctance Holmes and Elizabeth purchased and donned European style clothing and re-adopted the customs and habits of “the Mad English.” Elizabeth, perhaps, had a little more enthusiasm, though she confessed the constrictive fashions were initially uncomfortable after the freedom of trousers. Sullah, too, converted to European clothing for the duration of their voyage up the Red Sea.
It was Elizabeth who discovered my bereavement, as reported in an old copy of the Times she found beneath a dusty pile of periodicals in the hotel foyer, on their last evening in Khartoum. She took the paper to their rooms and showed it to Holmes.
“I am sorry he suffered through it alone,” he told her.
“Even if we rushed home, the fastest route we can take is the one we’re taking,” Elizabeth said. “And the paper is three months old….”
“Nevertheless, I am relieved we are continuing on tomorrow.” He put the paper aside. “Apart from the report to London, I am anxious to reach Aden. I do not trust any of the wire services in this country and I can arrange for money with the bank in Aden.”
•ï¡÷¡ï• •ï¡÷¡ï• •ï¡÷¡ï•
Two weeks later they were in Marseilles. Holmes observed England from this near neighbor, judging the timing of his return. The cable services between the two countries and the two brothers fairly steamed, as they exchanged cryptic information. Based on this new collection of data, Holmes confirmed his decision to wait.
They moved on to Montpelier, which was strategic for two reasons; Holmes was familiar with the city and the countryside and knew several people there. One of his acquaintances would be able to host them and they could thereby avoid using easily investigated hostels, inns, or hotels and remain a little better sheltered from possible detection.
The second reason was purely self-indulgent. Holmes knew the owner of a research laboratory and was able to arrange that he work there, gratifying his curiosity regarding coal-tar derivatives, at the same time distracting his mind from his simmering impatience, which was agitated by the nearness of London and his goals, and his enforced idleness.
The French of that district have an enjoyable custom of not segregating their women after dinner. All the diners sojourn to a lounging room where they consume coffee and after dinner liquors, while the host and hostess skillfully lead off conversation.
It was at this point one evening, nearly two months after their arrival in Montpelier, when Elizabeth looked up from her conversation with their hostess and observed Holmes standing by a small table next to the heavily curtained windows. He had casually pushed a newspaper around with his forefinger and was scanning an article on the back page. To casual observation it appeared he was just pausing and would move off in a moment to rejoin conversation. Only Elizabeth sensed a sudden tension in him, a taut thrumming of nerves and pulse.
He glanced toward her to see if she was watching and his finger tapped the paper. Then, casually, he moved back to the group he had left.
Elizabeth excused herself and moved over to the paper. With a frown of concentration she began mentally translating headlines. The only one which might have caused the sudden alertness in Holmes was a report on the strange murder of Ronald Adair, in London. She began to translate the article, but gave up and scanned it instead. Almost instantly her sight was caught and held by a name within the print. “Colonel Sebastian Moran.” It was enough to tell her what had caught Holmes’ attention.
She looked around for him, but he had disappeared. She guessed Holmes was making their excuses.
She picked up her skirts and left the room, heading for their suite.
Holmes found her there, packing a small bag. She had already changed into travelling clothes. She paused only long enough to say, “I guessed speed would be the priority. Shall I ask Elise to pack our luggage and send it after us?’
“I have already seen to it.” He disappeared into the bedroom and emerged a few minutes later in a dark suit and heavy overcoat. Elizabeth closed the catches on the bag and he picked it up.
“Let us go home,” he said.
• Chapter Nine •
_________________________
•ï¡÷¡ï•
“THAT’S WHEN THE odyssey ceased,” Elizabeth finished. “When Holmes saw the report on Adair’s murder, his heart and mind were picked up and dropped back upon London and for a while it was as if he had never left.”
The tale of their adventures had taken many months in the telling, for I had soon quit my sick bed and time for stories was limited after that. Generally we snatched a couple of hours here and there a week and Elizabeth would take up her narrative where she left off. Of course, the tale I have set down here is extended and detailed beyond Elizabeth’s telling, for I have included all the adventures she had told me before and the stories and viewpoints I have managed to drag from a reluctant Holmes over the years.
Much of my information I received from another, quite unexpected source. At first I did not appreciate the worth of that source at all. In fact, my foolishness very nearly lost me an invaluable friendship.
Nearly three years after Holmes’ return to London, the three of us went walking through Hyde Park one late afternoon in autumn. A cool breeze was ruffling the last of the withered leaves on overhead branches and the freshness of the day was very pleasant after the lagging heat of summer. We had lingered.
“I believe you’re not telling me something,” Elizabeth said, addressing Holmes. She paused to negotiate a rut in the path, lifting her skirts a little. “You’ve checked your watch surreptitiously nearly a dozen times during our walk. Have you noticed, John?”
I smiled. “Details of that type escape me, generally. It is only when you or Holmes point them out that I see them.”
Holmes remained silent and Elizabeth spared a glance from scouting the terrain to impale him with those wonderful green eyes.
“Why don’t you tell me what it is?” Holmes finally replied and there was the faintest strain of a challenge in his conversational tone.
Elizabeth narrowed her eyes. “I am not sure I should attempt to. You only ever bet when the probability of winning is decidedly in your favor. As you’ve pointed out before, only a fool accepts a wager with a certain outcome.”
Holmes shrugged. “You’re probably wise not to try,” he agreed. He paused to study his watch again, quite openly this time. We both halted to watch him do so.
“Hello!” came a shout from behind us. “I say, Sigerson!”
The use of Holmes’ travelling name startled me and I heard Elizabeth gasp, too. I turned around.
Walking rapidly up the path, trying to catch up with us, was a tall, tanned man dressed in a well-tailored walking suit and brightly polished shoes, wearing one of the latest fashions in hats upon his black hair. He carried a walking cane with a gold handle and ferrule, but it appeared to be an affectation more than a necessary accessory, for he strode along the path with long steps. He held up his cane in greeting as we paused.
Elizabeth gripped my arm tightly. “Sullah!” she breathed.
I felt my own jaw descend. This well-to-do Englishman walking towards us was the Persian of Elizabeth’s tales? No, it could not be.
The man strode right up to Holmes, holding out his hand, which Holmes took without hesitation, pressing it warmly. Holmes rarely accepted a handshake and when forced to it, would accept with obvious reluctance, yet he stood now with a small smile on his face and a pleased glow in his eyes, his hands held in the enormous tanned ones of this man.
This, then, must be Holmes’ surprise.
Then Sullah turned to Elizabeth. “Miss Sigerson,” he said, with a dramatic flourish of his hat. He took her gloved hand and bowed low over it. He straightened with a twinkle in his eye and put his other hand over his heart. “The sight of you restores my lost youth,” he declared.
Elizabeth’s smile brightened and uneasiness touched me when I saw tears sparkling in her eyes. “Would you mind?” she asked, handing her parasol to Holmes, who took it without protest.
Then Elizabeth astonished me even further by virtually throwing herself at Sullah with a joyful exclamation, her arms around his neck.
I looked away, as a proper gentleman should and noticed how the strollers passing by were glancing at us and giving us wide berth. Their expressions ranged from polite non-interest, to outraged disgust at Elizabeth’s improper public display.
Homes, of course, ignored them.
I cleared my throat and studied the gravel at my feet.
Elizabeth tugged at my arm, drawing me closer to Sullah, introducing us. Sullah was a fraction taller than I and his dark eyes seemed to laugh at me while we shook hands. I murmured something, a greeting of some type, then inspected my watch. “Holmes, I should be getting back.”
“Soon, Watson, soon,” Holmes murmured, but he did not look away from Sullah and Elizabeth, who were chattering away to each other, tripping over their words, interrupting each other. Laughing. Even Holmes had the beginnings of a smile on his face.
Sullah nodded at me. “I do not want to delay you, Doctor Watson. My apologies.” He held his arm out to Elizabeth. “Come, you must show me your famous Baker Street.” She slipped her hand into the crook of his arm and they walked up the path together, still talking.
Holmes handed Elizabeth her parasol, stepped ahead of them and strode down the path, the distance between us lengthening with every step.
“Holmes!” I called, from behind Elizabeth and Sullah.
I saw him lift his hand and his voice floated back to me. “I’ll see you at Baker Street, Watson!”
So I followed Sullah and Elizabeth back toward Holmes’ rooms and tried not to notice the absence of a small, warm hand on my own arm.
The traffic was light. There were many more pedestrians out enjoying the crisp weather than there were carriages and horses, so we turned back into Baker Street quickly. Holmes was nowhere to be seen. He had raced far ahead of us.
We were passing the lane that led to the stables behind Baker Street when we were halted by Holmes’ voice calling to us.
“Watson. Elizabeth.”
Sullah pointed down the lane with his cane. “This way, my dear.” He led Elizabeth into the shadowed path.
I peered into the lane suspiciously. Holmes was at the far end of the alley, waiting for us.
By the time we reached the end of the alley Holmes had moved away again. We turned into the yard and Elizabeth gasped and came to a halt.
A large horse float stood in the yard, open and empty. A stable hand was folding blankets at the foot of the ramp.
Held by halter and reins by the other stable boy were two of the most beautiful horses I have ever seen. I am not the disciplined expert some people are, but the quality of these animals shone from their glossy coats and sleek, muscled frames, and from the high fettled, unsettled motions they made. They were saddled.
Holmes leaned against the float with almost a smile on his thin features as he observed Elizabeth’s reaction.
“Merlin!” Elizabeth breathed.
The name gave me comprehension. These, then, must be the horses Sullah had given them in Constantinople, brought back to England with what must have been considerable expense and trouble by Holmes as a surprise—a gift—to Elizabeth.
I thought I understood why Sullah had accompanied them all the way to London. From Elizabeth’s tales I judged he would sooner allow a member of his family to undertake alone the difficult and dangerous trip to England, than one of his horses. Elizabeth had told me this pair was his favorites.
Elizabeth dropped her parasol, lifted up her skirts and ran toward the horses. She threw her arms around the neck of one and stood for a moment with her cheek resting against its flesh. Then she took the reins, gathered up her skirts and swung into the saddle. Her skirts climbed high for it was not a side-saddle. With an impatient click of her tongue, she rearranged her skirts modestly, then turned the horse and urged him across the cobbled yard. With a neat jump she cleared a half-barrel and guided the horse down the alley. The horse’s shoes clattered noisily and I could hear her picking up speed, breaking into a trot. Then she was gone.
Sullah stood silently by, a large grin on his face. It was obvious he was enjoying his part of the surprise.
I walked over to Holmes, who was now examining the other horse. He rapidly discarded his coat, then his jacket, shed his collar and tie and handed them all to me. Then he swung up into the saddle, took the reins with a nod to Sullah and turned the horse and rode away.
I watched him take the barrel with the same ease as Elizabeth and it occurred to me that I had never seen him astride a horse before. His professed poor horsemanship seemed an exaggeration.
It was the first time I had seen for myself a hint of the changes wrought on Holmes and Elizabeth as a result of their long journey. I had just caught a glimpse of what lay beneath the civilized veneer they had worn since their return. It intrigued me.
“They will miss dinner,” I remarked inconsequentially, almost to myself as I retrieved Elizabeth’s discarded parasol.
“I do not think they will be very concerned about that,” Sullah replied.
We stood staring down the alleyway, where there was nothing to be seen now.
I cleared my throat. “Well. Dinner awaits me.” I patted my fob pocket.
Sullah smiled. “A moment, Doctor Watson, please?”
I raised my brown enquiringly.
“Would you care to join me at the dinner table, Doctor? I feel we have a great deal to talk about.”
“We have?”
“We have much in common.”
“I rather doubt that.” I’m afraid I made no effort to eliminate the coldness from my tone.
But Sullah did not take offence. “I meant Holmes and Elizabeth, Doctor.” He grinned. “Do you not know how I have envied you all these years?”
I frankly stared at him. “I beg your pardon?”
“Yes! Envied you!” He laughed. “They are difficult people to know and understand. In my small time with them, I never fully satisfied my curiosity. And here you are, a lifelong friend, one who can spend as much time as he wishes to watch and listen and learn about them.” His smile faded. “I would very much like to hear what you have learned, Doctor.”
I could not find words to express my amazement. Suddenly, my churlishness since I had met him seemed completely foolish. With considerably more warmth, I said, “And all these years I have envied you for being there and seeing some of their adventure.”
Sullah nodded slowly, thoughtfully. “Let us dine alone, then. It is a perfect opportunity to compare notes about those two. I with my observations and you with your journalistic eye; between us we must be able to dissect the innermost secrets of them both.”
As indeed, we tried. Not just that night—even though we sat in Holmes’ rooms until the two disheveled and tired riders returned some hours later. Sullah stayed in England for another three months and we met frequently. I swiftly grew to count Sullah a good friend.
He had been following Holmes’ activities via my articles in The Strand magazine and fulsomely praised my reporting techniques. “Except you have not acknowledged Miss Elizabeth’s part in any of these affairs of which you write,” he pointed out sorrowfully.
I tried to explain the reasons for that omission and Sullah listened gravely, his big, tanned hand curled loosely around the fragile teacup he was using—we were having afternoon tea at the time. He nodded when I had finished my somewhat stilted explanations and leaned forward to tap the table between us to emphasize his point.
“It is unwise to hide her existence, Watson. Even though both you and Holmes act from the best intentions, it puts Elizabeth at even more risk.”
“How is that possible, when the public does not know of her?” I demanded.
“Exactly, Watson. No one knows of her. How can your law punish a person for hurting or maiming or even killing a person who does not exist?”
“Nonsense!” I spluttered, feeling distinctly uneasy. “The public at large may not know of her, but many people close to her, to Holmes, to all of us, know who she is. No one would dare try anything.”
Sullah held up his hand. “I have upset you. It was not my intention. Peace!” He sat back. “You are probably right, Watson. No one would dare try anything with such a stalwart and loyal friend as you at Elizabeth’s side.”
“Holmes will always be there, too,” I was at pains to point out. “Everyone knows of his reputation.”
Sullah nodded. “Perhaps you are right,” he said and would speak no more on the subject. I was happy to leave it be, too.
Sullah filled in the curious gaps in Elizabeth’s narration of their sojourn in the east, much to my content, for I had a very nearly complete picture of Holmes’ and Elizabeth’s journey now. When he returned to Mashhad, we naturally continued our conversations by correspondence. I kept Sullah more fully informed of Holmes’ latest adventures, complete with Elizabeth’s contributions to his work.
Sullah’s discomforting questions made me consider for the first time if our decision to keep Elizabeth hidden from the public might be wrong. I pondered that question a great deal over the next few months, but by degrees finally reassured myself with the same answers I had given Sullah: One of us, at least, would always be there to protect her if anything should go wrong.
I once reported in The Strand that the years after Holmes’ return to Baker Street were the most productive in his entire career. In sheer quantity and quality, the period was unique. As his physician I can attest that he had never been healthier and his energy was boundless.
By comparing notes from one date to the next I am able to pinpoint a mellowing in his attitudes toward the softer emotions. Although he would never be a demonstrative man, nor particularly open to the reception of affection or its relatives, except from a very select few, he became more tolerant of their manifestation in others—more inclined to amusement rather than irascibility and most importantly, with more understanding. I believe that of all the pleasures and joys Elizabeth bought Holmes, this was her greatest gift; the rounding and smoothing of a man to a point where he could settle down and enjoy life in retirement and accept its foibles and follies.
One of Elizabeth’s charms was her undemonstrativeness. She would expend as much effort over those labors that would go unnoticed as those that would make themselves felt. Therefore, I wondered to myself—does Holmes appreciate? Does he even know? This question became particularly important to me as time went on for I well know Holmes’ blindness over his personal affairs.
During the summer of 1903 I had my answer, for in August of that year, Holmes’ deepest fear was realized.
We had accepted a case that at the outset looked simple enough. Its only complication was its location; Perth. Holmes had accepted commissions from Scotland before, as he had from most of Britain’s neighbors. Usually he hated to leave London and the comfort of his rooms, but provided the case was of sufficient interest or promise, he would exert himself and travel. Elizabeth always accompanied him on these jaunts—they were, after all, seasoned travelers, no matter how disinclined.
But on this occasion, the circumstances were slightly different and for the first time since I’d known her, Elizabeth proved intractable.
The client was a woman, old but sprightly. She appeared on our doorstep on the afternoon of Friday, July 31st, and was shown up by Mrs. Hudson. Elizabeth met her at the door and brought her into the room, acting out her public role as Holmes’ secretary. Elizabeth offered her the sofa, but the woman was too agitated to remain seated and stood, restlessly moving from one foot to another and wringing a dirty handkerchief that smelt of cheap cologne.
She was peculiarly dressed. The fabric of her dress was of the best quality, but the style was ill chosen and badly made. The many trimmings on both dress and hat were of the cheap, gaudy type.
Holmes raked his eyes over her frame and leaned back. “Who is running your drapery store whilst you are here, Mrs. Thacker?” he asked. “Your husband’s business is not successful enough for you to afford hired help.”
I smiled to myself at this anticipated display of deduction. Mrs. Thacker stopped her agitated swaying and stared, dumbfounded, as so many of his clients did at this initial exhibition.
He smiled, gratified by her reaction. “Your dress, Mrs. Thacker, gives your occupation away. The quality of the cloth is excellent, but the style—” He paused for the merest fraction of a moment as Elizabeth, sitting behind Mrs. Thacker with an open notebook and a poised pen, caught his eye and shook her head warningly.
Holmes changed his words smoothly. “—but the style is one that no manufacturers use. Nor are the trimmings what a professional dressmaker would choose. Therefore, you made the dress and added the trimmings. The material is an expensive one and beyond the means of a woman who can only afford a second class ticket—yes, I can see the stub slipped into your left hand sleeve. You are a working woman, as your boots display, but you are not a factory worker. Your outfit suggests a shop worker and the expensive cloth, a draper’s. You would not be able to afford the cloth were you a hired hand, therefore your husband must own the business. You chose the style as a means of displaying both the cloth and the trimmings, which are from the stock of your store. The fact that you work also tells me that the business is not prosperous enough to hire help.”
He leaned forward then. “Your husband is in trouble, is he not, Mrs. Thacker? Only a circumstance as dire as this would force you to close the store and lose potential income, then spend the money to travel from Perth to London to consult with me.”
At Holmes’ assertion, Mrs. Thacker drew in a deep, gasping breath, turned a pasty white about the mouth and burst into ragged, exhausted tears. She sank back onto the sofa and buried her face in the malodorous kerchief.
Holmes stood and moved away, barely suppressing an annoyed hiss of breath. Elizabeth stepped forward to comfort the woman, coaxing her back into a condition where she could relate her situation and the circumstances of her husband’s trouble.
After several minutes, during which time Holmes smoked moodily by the hearth, Mrs. Thacker gave one last tremendous sniff and dropped her handkerchief to her lap and looked up at us.
“Forgive me, Mr. Holmes. I am an old woman and this has plum tired me out. I…it is true, what you say. I had to risk closing the store to see you. Horace has been gone nearly a month now and nobody can tell me anything—not the police, nobody.”
Holmes returned to his chair and sat, leaning his forearms on his knees and touching his fingertips together. “He left no note, nothing to indicate his whereabouts?”
She shook her head. “It is not like him, Mister Holmes. We’re an elderly couple and we’ve spent the last twenty years running our store. As you said, it keeps us more or less comfortable throughout most of the year, but we don’t have money to spare for extras and certainly not for a clerk or salesman. So we’re kept busy. We wouldn’t have it any other way, now.”
“And the day he disappeared?” Holmes asked.
“Just another day. Tuesday the 7th.”
“Of course. Tell me about that day. Did you have any unusual customers?”
“No. We have built up a trade of regular customers and all who called were known to us. It was an ordinary day in all matters. We closed at six in the evening and Horace remained behind to count the sales and balance the books. I went on ahead home to start the supper. I made supper and sat to wait for Horace. After half-an-hour, he was late and when an hour had gone by, I thought I should return to the store to see what was keeping him. But when I got there, he was gone.”
“The store was closed?”
“The front door was shut, but not latched. Anyone could have walked in.”
“Were there any signs of violence?” Holmes asked.
“No, nothing. There was not a single clue there. It was as if he had been simply plucked up into the air while doing the books. The books were spread about the counter and the money was still in stacks of denominations. The lights were burning.”
By Holmes’ still poise, I judged his interest was piqued. He asked further rapid questions.
“What did the police say?”
She shook her head. “That it weren’t no robbery that Horace interrupted or got involved in.” She gave a snort. “I could’ve told them that…what with all that money lying on the counter.”
“Quite. Did they suggest any explanation at all?”
“Only that he’d run off on his own. Thrown it in, so to speak.”
“Which you do not believe,” Holmes added.
“No! We had a happy marriage…happy as usual, that is. There wasn’t anything bad enough that would make Horace want to just disappear like that. Especially not after nearly forty years, anyway. He wouldn’t know what to do by himself.”
Holmes nodded. “Now, I want you to think back to the period of time that he—your husband—disappeared. Think and try to recall if there were any unusual events or happenings around that time. Were there any people your husband spoke with that seemed suspicious or peculiar, or simply strangers to you?”
“Nothing like that at all.”
“Did your husband appear to be worrying about a matter which he did not confide in you?”
“He was always worrying about the trade, but I knew about that.”
“Had the trade fallen off to any marked degree? Or increased?”
“It was much as usual.”
“Did you or your husband have any regular social activities?”
“We didn’t have a lot of time for anything much. Mostly we visited our children. They’re grown up now and settled down with families of their own. Since Horace gave up on the Freemasons, we’ve stayed at home.”
Holmes narrowed his eyes. “Freemasons? Your husband was a Freemason?”
“Not him. He tried to join—thought it would help the business in some way I couldn’t understand; though I never did get the right of how he was eligible in the first place. I thought Freemasons were for masons. Still, he tried and was…black-balled. Told no,” she added.
“I see.” Holmes paused, thinking. Then he sat back in his chair. “Do you and your husband have a rival trade nearby, Mrs. Thacker?”
“Aye. Cartwrights’ emporium. On the corner of the street.”
“Emporium? How long has he been in business?”
“Only a few years.”
“It is doing well?”
“Oh yes, he does seem to do well.”
“One last question. It would not offend you if I guess aloud that you are not Presbyterian?”
Mrs. Thacker looked puzzled. “No. We are not.”
“And you are not of the Jewish faith,” Holmes maintained.
“Indeed not. We are Roman Catholic.”
Holmes stood. “I will look into this matter for you, Mrs. Thacker. Are you returning to Perth today?”
“I intended to, yes.” She studied Holmes. “Do you think I am in danger, Mr. Holmes?”
“I don’t believe you are. But I would prefer you to stay here than return. I intend to stir up a hornets’ nest and I would not like you to be in the path of angry hymenoptera.”
“Thank you for your interest, Mr. Holmes. It will be a relief to know what has happened to my Horace, no matter how terrible his fate was.” It was clear by her words that she suspected the worst. “But I can’t stay in London. I have no luggage.”
Holmes waved toward Elizabeth. “My secretary, Mrs. Sigerson, will see to necessary supplies for you.”
“Yes, but even so, I would feel better if I returned home. I am a stranger here, and I don’t know my way around.” She added in a confiding manner; “I would be afraid, on my own. After all, I am a woman and unescorted.”
Holmes replied somewhat impatiently; “Mrs. Sigerson is very capable and you will be quite safe in her company.”
I looked toward Elizabeth. Her face was schooled into a serene expression, but I could see by the light in her eyes that she was surprised and a little indignant.
But Mrs. Thacker looked at Holmes with deep gratitude glowing on her face. “That is so thoughtful of you, sir. I would feel quite lost, otherwise.” She looked toward Elizabeth. “And so very kind of you, Mrs. Sigerson.”
“Not at all,” Elizabeth replied, without a hint of irony in her voice.
“I have some business to attend to first….” Mrs. Thacker looked askance at Holmes. “I can’t afford to miss this opportunity to tour the warehouses and look for new stock.”
But Holmes had already dismissed her. He had moved toward the shelves of files and records and begun pulling out train timetables. Instead, Elizabeth moved to Mrs. Thacker’s side and tactfully walked the woman to the door, hurrying her along without appearing to do so. She made arrangements for the woman to return to Baker Street later in the day and closed the door behind her with a sigh.
“You don’t mean to leave me in London, do you?” she accused Holmes, moving back to the sofa and dropping the empty notebook onto the cushions.
Holmes looked up briefly from the timetable he was studying. “Yes.”
“But you assured her she was in no danger. Why do you need me to stand guard?”
“It is merely a precaution.”
“I would serve you better in Scotland,” Elizabeth countered.
Holmes put the timetable down and rubbed his temple and I could see he had been expecting this protest. “No, you wouldn’t,” he replied flatly. “I suspect Horace Thacker has been captured and possibly murdered by the Freemasons. I intend to infiltrate the Perth branch and learn firsthand what became of him. I cannot do that in your company because the Society is fraternal. It is also, if I am right, insidiously powerful and dangerous in this area.”
“But the Freemasons are a peaceful society,” Elizabeth replied.
“Yes, usually they are,” Holmes agreed. “But greedy aggressive men can turn a sect to their own advantages and previously have. This is not the first time I have dealt with corrupt members.”
I coughed to gain their attention. “Elizabeth understands more than I do, I am afraid. I can’t see why you so strongly suspect the Freemasons to have murdered Thacker.”
“The Freemasons are a secret society which began somewhere in the seventeenth century. They have roots in the ancient Templars, who were quite openly a blood-thirsty organization. Some of those tendencies have filtered down into the Freemasons—albeit secretly. Most affiliated branches are as innocent as their reputed aims claim. But some groups go to extraordinary lengths to benefit their members. I am positive that Cartwright of Cartwrights’ Emporium is a grand master of the Perth Freemasons. To confirm this I must in some way get myself invited to a meeting.” Holmes moved to lean against the mantelshelf.
“But…surely they can’t simply carry out these terrible activities as you suggest?”
“They can. They have. In one of my unsuccessful cases, Watson—which is possibly why I have not spoken of it to either of you until this moment—I discovered that a certain member had risen from laborer to wealthy, landed city councilor in a very short period of time, solely due to the propaganda and political conspiring of his fellow Freemasons. There was even a murder—a single, tactically brilliant murder that cleared the way for this schemer. Unfortunately I was unable to supply even a shred of proof and the police could do nothing.
“But this is outrageous!” I said. “To think a group of men could simply order society as they pleased….”
“Groups of men have been doing exactly that throughout history,” Holmes replied clinically. “The Freemasons are outrageous only because it is a secret organization and you have no power over it. They do have their own set of moral codes, but they also have a set of traditional enemies, developed through the intrigues of the past and who include Jews and Roman Catholics.”
“Horace Thacker!” I exclaimed, as all the pieces fell into place.
“Exactly.” Holmes replied.
Elizabeth straightened from her perch on the arm of the chair. “That case isn’t in your notes or I would remember it. It also doesn’t explain why I must stay in London.”
Holmes lit a cigarette. “After the unsuccessful conclusion of the case I was forced to leave the city at very short notice. My life was threatened and if I ever returned I have no doubt that the threat would still be in force. I have no wish to bring a similar nemesis down upon you.”
“I make my own choice,” Elizabeth replied.
“I have already explained that the society is fraternal,” Holmes added, with something like irritation in his voice.
For the next few minutes Elizabeth stood opposite Holmes and resisted stubbornly. Unfortunately, it was one of the few areas in which Holmes remains her superior. I watched the exchanges with frank curiosity, wondering what it was that was causing Elizabeth to resist so persistently against such outright denial. It was pushing Holmes into a position he had never found himself in before and I did not envy him his place.
Finally he dragged his fingers through his hair in an old nervous mannerism I had not seen him use for quite a while. “Elizabeth, please!” He caught at her hand where it rested on the shelf—a rare demonstration. “I would willingly take you anywhere and know that you are as capable as me of escaping danger. But not this time, when you would be in greater danger than I.” He moved away.
“Because I am a woman,” Elizabeth said bitterly.
“Yes.”
Elizabeth finally acknowledged there could be no other outcome and she conceded with far more grace than I would have managed under similar circumstances. “I will get a cab for you. The overnight train from St. Pancreas leaves in thirty minutes.” She walked toward the door.
Holmes shut his eyes for a minute and took a deep breath. “Elizabeth?”
She looked over her shoulder.
“I will miss my companion. Bitterly. But I will not change my mind.”
“And I will worry about you.” She gave him a small smile. “You pack. John will need to go home and collect his own requirements, so you cannot afford to wait.”
At the front door he paused before climbing into the hansom. “I will be as quick as I can, Elizabeth. One conclusive piece of proof is all I need.”
“Yes, I know. I will be waiting.”
He climbed in while Elizabeth told the driver the destination and sat back in the corner opposite me. Once the cab had turned the corner, he sat forward again and smacked the frame of the carriage. His face was grim and his eyes bored, sightless, through me.
On the train, Holmes was restless. Elizabeth’s opposition had rocked his equanimity. Certainly the case had been quite driven from his mind. This was so unusual and out of character for Holmes that I remained warily silent. Elizabeth’s quick words to me as I had climbed into the cab continued to echo in my mind. “Watch out for him, John. I feel….” She broke off, frowning, then shivered, her eyes on some distant point. She refocused on me and attempted a smile. “Just be careful.”
Her manner and Holmes’ moody introspection were unsettling and I was beginning to fancy I felt the same foreboding Elizabeth had hinted at. I got very little sleep that night and I know Holmes had none, for he did not bother disturbing the covers of his bed. I was restless and woke several times, when I would watch with sleep-filled eyes as he strode up and down the passage outside, smoking, completely unperturbed by the rocking of the train.
We arrived in Perth around dawn and Holmes was all for proceeding immediately to Horace Thacker’s drapery shop, such was his impatience to solve the case and return. His whole bearing thrummed with wire tight tension. I put on my best stern doctor’s voice and suggested that as the shop would not be opening for business at all that day, we could investigate at our leisure and we would be much better employed in settling into our rooms at the hotel and breaking our fast in comfort.
Holmes gave way grudgingly and I studied him covertly as we made our way to Holmes’ favorite inn. I’d seen this type of tension and irascibility before, of course, but only when Holmes had been forced to wait for answers or the development of one of his cases, or when there was nothing on hand to distract him. Yet he had this mystery before him; one with every promise of being a vintage for its strangeness.
He inquired curtly at the desk for rooms.
“Ah yes, Mr. Holmes. We’ve been expecting you.”
Holmes looked up from the register. “You have?”
“Yes sir. Ever since this cable arrived last night.”
Holmes all but snatched the telegram from the clerk’s hands and tore it open. I moved to behind his shoulder and read it too.
“Return at once. Mycroft.”
The hand holding the paper began to tremble and he dropped the cable to the desk and put his hand in his pocket. “Elizabeth,” he said softly. “Something has happened to Elizabeth.”
I felt a cold hand clench at my own heart with Holmes’ whispered inference.
Holmes looked at the clerk. “When is the next train to London?”
The clerk looked at the desk clock. “You’ve just missed it sir.”
“I said the next train!” Holmes rapped out.
The clerk seemed to shrink back away from the desk. I looked at him pityingly, for I knew the effect Holmes’ countenance had on those who attempted to oppose his will. “Six o’clock tomorrow morning, sir,” the clerk stammered.
Holmes slammed the flat of his hand down on the desk in reaction to this bad news. He whirled to face me. “Back to the station,” he said shortly.
The return to the station was silent. Holmes’ eyes were focused on an invisible point in middle distance, narrowed and glinting with an unveiled danger. His hand tapped a quick rhythm on the top of his cane. Otherwise he was perfectly motionless, and I was afraid to disturb him.
Our first action upon reaching the station was to investigate the swiftest alternatives available to get us back to London. The clerk behind the counter proved helpful, fortunately, but he could not get us back to the city earlier than midnight. I could see the information chaffed Holmes to the quick. It was then I offered my one contribution to the sad, sorry adventure.
“Holmes, look. This timetable. There is a train leaving Carlisle at midday. If we could get to Carlisle….”
A back-light flared deep in his eyes and he turned back to the clerk. “I want to hire a special. To whom do I speak?”
The journey back was a nightmare of darkest imagination. For the entire trip Holmes stood at a window, motionless, neither smoking nor walking. Nor did he communicate with me just what sort of danger he thought Elizabeth might be in. His only comment was a scathing answer to what, on reflection, seems a foolish question. “It is Elizabeth who is in trouble, or she would have signed the cable herself.”
• Chapter Ten •
_________________________
•ï¡÷¡ï•
MYCROFT WAS SITTING in his usual seat in the private salon of the Diogenes Club, a drink and ashtray on the table beside him and several newspapers folded on the table to his right. He watched us approach across the shining tiles, his face unreadable.
“My cabby found you, then,” he said, as we reached him. He waved to the chairs beside him and I sank into one.
Holmes merely pushed his hands into his pockets. “Come, Mycroft; I have expended nearly the last of my admittedly limited patience on the officials of the British railway system.”
Mycroft closed the book he held in his lap and rested his hand on the cover.
“The case you were investigating was a ruse designed to have you depart from London and leave Elizabeth behind. They’ve taken Elizabeth.”
I watched Holmes’ face for his reaction to this confirmation of his fears. “I should have seen that,” he said after a moment’s silence. His voice was quite flat and emotionless. “Freemasons!” It was a curse. His eyes cut away from us both and he looked toward the window behind us. “The old woman set the bait perfectly.”
“Elizabeth evidently did see it. They had quite a struggle taking her away. Your rooms are in ruins.”
“You have been there?”
Mycroft shrugged. “Mrs. Hudson sent for me. The woman was hysterical. She had been held at gunpoint while they attempted to extract Elizabeth from the rooms.”
I felt the small wave of horror in me swell as the scene played itself out in my mind.
Holmes ran his fingers through his hair, ruffling it. “I have been a fool!” he said to himself. “They invent a tale that sends me racing for one of the furthest points from London, leaving Elizabeth behind…in safety.”
Mycroft said gently: “I suggest you go home and look for any messages Elizabeth may have left. I have looked and found none, but you know her better than I. I will finish here and follow you.”
Holmes turned and walked away. Mycroft looked to me as I stood to follow. “Watch him, Watson. He is straining the limits of his control.”
“Yes. I am aware of that.”
“My decision to bring you here first was the correct one,” Mycroft said, standing up. “The disarray that will greet you at Baker Street would unnerve even the most placid of characters.”
It was a warning that was not lost on me. I nodded a farewell to Mycroft and walked swiftly to catch up with Holmes as he hailed a hansom.
At Baker Street, Mrs. Hudson met us at the street door. Her eyes were red-rimmed and her face had aged several years in the short period we had been gone. “You’ve seen Mr. Mycroft?” she asked Holmes fearfully, half-barring his way to the stairs.
“Yes, Mrs. Hudson, I have,” Holmes replied. He pushed her gently aside and climbed the stairs.
I gave her a reassuring pat and followed him.
The door to his rooms was a splintered skeleton. The lock was still sitting in the frame, the wood impaled by the nails of the key plate. He pushed the door open and it jammed, half-open, on an overturned sofa.
Holmes stepped over the sofa with one long-legged stride and stood in the middle of the rug, staring at the destruction. He was not observing in his scientific manner, but merely acquainting himself with the unyielding fact of this very personal attack.
His files and papers were spread over most of the room—the result of years of careful classification scattered in minutes. The old deal table his chemical equipment sat upon had been upturned, the glass, china and metal allowed to slide down the slope to shatter and puddle on the carpet. Some noxious chemical had begun to eat into the priceless Persian rug.
As he turned a slow full circle, taking in the overturned furniture, the fragments of his eccentric collection of memorabilia from his travels and his carelessly scattered possessions, a draught from the smashed pane in the window by the fireplace lifted some of the papers and floated them over to land at his feet.
I was appalled. A personal attack on Holmes himself would never have achieved the same deep impression that this carefully calculated destruction would. I could see each item of upheaval Holmes observe strike home with the effectiveness of a well-aimed bullet.
Mrs. Hudson appeared by the door. Holmes looked at her. “No one else has been up here?”
“No, sir. Mr. Mycroft insisted I let no one in.”
“Not even the police?”
“Not even them,” she replied stoutly. “Mr. Mycroft saw to that.”
“That at least is one small mercy in my favor,” he said softly. He dropped his bag, shed his coat and jacket and rolled up his sleeves. Then he crouched down to examine the floor at his feet.
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Mycroft arrived two hours later. By that time, Holmes had finished in the main sitting room and was examining the bedroom whilst Mrs. Hudson and I cleared the remains of the sitting room.
I showed Mycroft into the bedroom and hovered curiously by the door.
Mycroft pointed to the dressing chair. “You have studied the seat?”
“Yes, yes,” Sherlock replied, his voice muffled by the bed base. He extracted himself and lifted the pillows, then looked at Mycroft. “All this damage…there must have been a remarkable amount of noise. Did no one come to investigate?”
“Elizabeth apparently shattered the window in the sitting room herself in an attempt to call up some help, but there were men with guns at either end of the street, holding back witnesses.”
Sherlock pulled the counterpane aside. “And the constabulary—what were they doing?”
“They were rushing to the scene of an accident two blocks away—an accident that, it has now been discovered, was a hoax.”
Sherlock threw the counterpane to the floor and tipped the mattress over. “So, they were well organized, had large numbers of people to use and were not afraid to make a lot of noise or create a lot of fear to achieve their ends.” He shot a glance at his brother. “The newspapers?”
“I managed to suppress her name and any association with you. That’s all I could manage. The police were easier to contain, after I had a word with Tobias Gregson.”
Sherlock strode into the sitting room and over to his scattered files, where he began to sort through them. “They’ve not made any contact since taking her?”
“I rather imagine they were waiting for you to get back from Scotland,” Mycroft said, as we followed him out.
“When did they take her?”
“About seven o’clock last night.”
“The train was barely out of London.” Sherlock sank suddenly onto the sofa, which now sat in its feet once more. “She could be half a world away.”
Mycroft glanced toward me and I read the expression on his face clearly. He was surprised—not that this had hit his younger brother badly, but that it appeared to be affecting those abilities to think clearly and precisely that Holmes was famous for.
“It is hardly likely, is it?” Mycroft said gently. “They’ll want her somewhere nearby so they can use her for the bargaining lever they need her for.” His voice was dry and there was an implied criticism.
Holmes said softly, “Do not let your dislike of Elizabeth distort your perception, Mycroft.”
Mycroft pushed at a file with the ferrule of his umbrella. “You persist in that silly misconception….”
I confess I stared at the two brothers with dumb amazement. It was the first time I had ever suspected there was any dissension over Elizabeth. It occurred to me as I watched the pair that perhaps family dissension was inevitable. My friends’ lives had been bohemian and unfettered and Mycroft was very set in his ways.
“I refuse to even consider Elizabeth may be implicated in this. I would trust her with my life—have trusted her.” Holmes rubbed his temple. His hand trembled only slightly, now he had absorbed the worst of the facts. “As you can see for yourself, they’ve gone to a lot of trouble to take her.”
He stood and strode to the mantle where he stuffed a pipe full of tobacco. “At a conservative estimate it would have taken them ten minutes to chop down the door. Elizabeth barricaded the door, too. Once they had broken through the barricade, she besieged herself in the bedroom. Unfortunately that door did not prove so solid. A single heave, I would estimate and the lock snapped.” He started his pipe. “Elizabeth is not entirely helpless and the contest did not end there. I found this—” and he pulled Elizabeth’s long, gold-handled knife from his pocket and threw it to the floor between our feet. “It has blood on it. We know there were at least three guns involved, so it is safe to assume she probably had to contend with a gun, too.”
I picked up the knife and shuddered. The picture Holmes drew was bleaker than the one my own imagination had painted, yet I knew his educated guess was more likely to be the correct one. That this might be Elizabeth’s blood on the blade appeared a distinct possibility.
Mycroft sat in a chair. “For goodness sake, Sherlock, do you not believe I haven’t made it my business to know all about Elizabeth long ago? Her loyalty is not in question here.”
Holmes took his pipe from his mouth. “You had Elizabeth investigated?”
Mycroft had the grace to look uncomfortable. “You’re a public figure. Precautions like these must be taken.”
Holmes merely stared at Mycroft, his face immobile. Then, softly: “Do you still have the report?”
“I burnt it,” Mycroft replied. “I thought it prudent.”
Holmes tapped his pipe out into the grate. “The question still remains—who are they?”
Mycroft looked out the window. “I rather imagine we’re about to find out. Here comes Inspector Lestrade and at a fast clip.”
Lestrade made his way up the stairs at a breathless pace. I could hear his boots rattling out a staccato on the wood of the stairs. He stopped abruptly in the doorway, the expressions on his face beginning with shock and giving way rapidly to puzzlement and then to unhappy resignation.
“Then I am too late. He has already been here,” Lestrade said to Holmes.
Holmes took two paces toward Lestrade. “Who has already been here?” he asked and by his tone, it was obvious that whatever shadows concealed the full shape of the puzzle in his mind, Lestrade’s answer would remove them.
“Colonel Moran. He has escaped from Dartmoor. I just heard and came straight around to warn you.” Lestrade looked around and took a breath. “I am too late, I see.”
Holmes’ face became expressionless as his mind raced to compute this new information and add it to the little he already knew. Finally he glanced at Mycroft.
“Moran. The enemy reveals himself.”
“The escape was obviously meticulously planned, along with all these arrangements,” Mycroft said, indicating the state of the room.
“Yes and all were executed within a twelve hour period…or perhaps less. To ensure I would not be warned.” Holmes looked at Lestrade. “He escaped yesterday afternoon, Inspector?”
Lestrade nodded. “No one was hurt then?” he asked, looking about. His gaze fell on Mrs. Hudson’s face and her red-rimmed eyes. “My dear god,” he whispered. His face seemed to lose what little color remained after his exhausting race through the hot summer streets to warn Holmes. “The kidnapped woman in the Standard…it was Miss Elizabeth.”
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I was wakened by a dim patter of footsteps—slow, measured steps—and for a moment I was returned to a decade earlier, when Holmes would tirelessly pace the midnight hearth rug, solving difficult conundrums.
I looked at the clock beside the bed. It was just past midnight. I had only been asleep an hour. The evening had consisted of an exhausting interview with Lestrade and Gregson. The latter had arrived in response to Lestrade’s summons. Mycroft had also remained, sitting in the corner by the shattered window, silently absorbing the story as Holmes and I told of the woman who had paraded as the distraught Mrs. Thacker and the detailed, convincing story she had spun.
Holmes was in the novel position of being the victim of a crime and suffered Gregson’s and Lestrade’s thorough examination with bad grace. Both those gentleman, however, were astute enough to realize that Holmes was merely venting his anger over his own gullibility and maintained their professional poise.
Unfortunately, Holmes could also see that they were making allowances for this fact and the knowledge chafed.
The pair of detectives eventually rose and bid us a good evening. After their departure Mycroft had begun his own series of questions. To my surprise, Holmes submitted to this second inquiry with better humor. My surprise abated when I realized that Mycroft had a different purpose in mind. He was not merely gathering information, but questioning Holmes in a manner that was prompting them both to consider every obscure corner of the affair, searching for any facts that their collaborative reasoning might infer.
After a humble and very late supper hastily scratched together by Mrs. Hudson, I had gratefully fallen onto the bed Holmes offered me for the night and immediately slept.
Sensing the unsettled mind behind the measured steps I was listening to now, I rose and drew on my borrowed dressing gown and made my way to the sitting-room.
Most of the disarray had been re-organized and was stacked, packed, or otherwise pushed into related heaps for Holmes to sort out at his leisure, leaving most of the floor space clear, including his thinking circuit.
Holmes was on the furthest point of his lap about the sofa and looked up at me.
“Watson. I woke you. My apologies.”
“No, do not apologize,” I told him. “I came out to see if there is something I can do for you.”
“As a doctor or a friend?”
“Both.”
“I assume your Hippocratic Oath would not allow you to perform a quasi-lobotomy on various parts of my brain?” Holmes asked, with a touch of acid.
“I was thinking of a sedative,” I replied, suppressing a smile at the request.
“No.” Holmes pushed his hands into his pockets. “I need my wits fully functional, not asleep. So instead, as a friend, talk to me, Watson.” He paced the hearth rug. “Take my mind away from the pictures that are plaguing me.”
I slid into Holmes’ vacant and cold chair. “Yes, I thought it was something like this that was goading you along.”
Holmes’ step increased slightly. “It is the curse of a good imagination, Watson. The images are persistent.” He halted and glanced at me from under his lowered brow.
“You’re a logical thinker,” I said smoothly. “Surely it is occurred to you that your concern is exciting your imagination and exaggerating the images.”
“Yes, yes, I am aware of that,” Holmes said impatiently. “But truth and fear are too mixed now to separate and I cannot halt them. So I must persevere with them.”
I studied him professionally. “At least you can reassure yourself she is alive. You know she has to be or Moran has lost any bargaining leverage.”
“Oh, I know she is alive,” Holmes said quickly.
“Well then, that’s one area where you can distinguish between truth and your fears,” I pointed out.
Holmes paused at the fireplace and rested his slippered foot on the skirt guard, and his hand on the shelf. “Not even my fears have entertained that possibility. Elizabeth must be alive….” he began bleakly, but the thought was left unfinished. He glanced up at me. “I owe it to Elizabeth to find her. I owe it as an apology. She was right, not I.”
“How was she right?” I asked.
“If I had not been so anxious to leave for Scotland, I would have questioned, as Elizabeth did, the similarity of the case with that other I compared it to. Elizabeth told me the notes were missing.” He pointed to the sorry pile of documents by the hearth. “They must have been missing since Moriarty’s men ransacked these rooms twelve years ago. They were probably taken then. Moran retained them and used the details to dangle an authentic mystery before me. They knew I wouldn’t be able to resist the lure of successfully solving this case when I had failed so miserably the first time.” His voice was somewhat bitter. “If I hadn’t been quite so hasty, I would have seen it too and known without doubt who was dangling the bait.”
I said slowly, “I do not believe she knew consciously that something was wrong. It was just a feeling of uneasiness.” I recalled the impression she had left with me of premonition. I had not imagined it, after all.
I looked away from the atypically still figure in front of me and my gaze fell to the table beside Holmes’ chair. His watch chain sat in a small heap beside the whiskey glass and as I pushed at it with my forefinger a green glitter caught the firelight. The chain spread and revealed the small Chinese coin that was his fob and two small green gems mounted in gold along the length of chain. I had found Elizabeth’s two missing gems.
Suddenly I recalled Holmes’ manner of tucking his hand into his fob pocket when away from Baker Street, and thinking deeply. Now the chain lay beside his chair, deliberately sought out and carried there.
“Elizabeth is quite capable of looking after herself,” I said thoughtfully.
Holmes looked up from the fire. I saw his gaze go to where my fingers were touching the chain. “You know their history, then,” he said. “But there are many ways of overcoming a solitary woman, no matter how skilled or prepared she may be. As this room bears witness, Watson, if you are determined enough and have the numbers, it can be done. It is that very force which may have been necessary that worries me.” He turned and began to pace again, one lap before arriving back at the hearth. “This is the very thing I took all precautions to avoid. My greatest fear was that my enemies would learn of Elizabeth’s importance to me and use that knowledge.” He kicked the cold grate. “So, now I am living my nightmare and my passage through it is no easier upon waking.”
I pushed the watch chain back into a neat pile. “Holmes, you’re existing on an overdrawn account. You must get some sleep. This pacing is not achieving any results and will not while your mind is distracted so. Let me prepare a sleeping draught for you. I can at least guarantee you eight hours undisturbed by nightmares—either the waking or sleeping variety.”
He refused, of course. But I am more deft at handling Holmes since I have had practical examples from Elizabeth. I covertly dropped the powder into his brandy and topped up the glass before going to bed myself.
•ï¡÷¡ï• •ï¡÷¡ï• •ï¡÷¡ï•
I woke to find Holmes standing over my bed, wrapped in his dressing gown. His eyes were bloodshot, proof that my sleeping draft had worked. He ground the heel of a hand into the hollow of one eye as I watched. “We have a visitor, Watson,” he said and turned and walked back out into the sitting room.
Alarmed, I scrambled out of bed and hastily drew on my gown, before following him out.
It was much later than I had first supposed, for the clock chimed the half hour after ten as I entered the sitting room. It looked little different from the previous night. Holmes would have had very little time to work before the sleeping draught had taken effect.
Inspector Lestrade was standing by the table, identifying two rugged, useful-looking chaps to Holmes. I guessed they were policemen out of uniform, here to help protect Holmes from Moran’s revenge.
“Right, you two,” Lestrade finished up. “One by the door and another across the street. Tell the others they’re relieved and they’re to go home and get some sleep. Try not to look like bobbies out of uniform, lads.”
They nodded and left the room.
“You had men patrolling last night?” Holmes asked Lestrade.
“Yes.”
Holmes picked up a box of broken china and dropped it onto the table with a crash. “There really is no need, Lestrade. I can manage this situation.”
“Now, not another word, Mr. Holmes. This is my sort of business and it is nice to be able to help you out for a change, rather than come to you for help as I usually do.”
“If that is the case, there are many other more appropriate ways—” Holmes began, picking up a shard of china that was all that remained of Elizabeth’s favorite teapot.
But Lestrade cut him off with a quick wave of his hand and said firmly. “I insist, Mr. Holmes. Or else I will have to turn this into official police business.”
Holmes looked at him with genuine astonishment. The threat was quite clear, for if Lestrade did turn the affair into official police business, it would be taken out of Holmes’ hand entirely and he would be forced to rely on Lestrade’s skills. To Holmes, that was unthinkable.
Lestrade, for once sensitive to atmosphere, added awkwardly: “I like Miss Elizabeth, Holmes. I do not want to see any harm done to her through my own idleness.”
Holmes dropped the shard of china back into the box. “I see,” he said blandly. “Well, you’d better sit down then, Inspector.”
I could almost feel Holmes’ bafflement at this sudden appearance of a new element in the equation. It was the first time he had ever come face to face with Elizabeth’s true influence on his world and he had been given much to think about.
Lestrade settled himself on the sofa and I turned back to the bedroom to dress, for Lestrade would not be leaving in haste.
By the time I emerged into the sitting room again, we had another visitor. Mycroft sat on Holmes’ favorite chair, his stick between his knees, both feet placed precisely on either side and his hands resting on the cane’s head. He was studying Lestrade in majestic silence.
Holmes looked up from his sorting, his face thoughtful and his manner subdued. I recognized the sign. He was thinking—and thinking hard. He nodded when he saw me.
“Be a good fellow and play host for me while I change?” he asked and without waiting for an answer, disappeared into his bedroom.
I sat down on the sofa opposite Lestrade and nodded to Mycroft. “Good morning, Mycroft. You’re up and about early.” For Mycroft was about much earlier than was his well-established and rarely broken habit.
Mycroft pushed at the carpet with his stick and I remembered the action from the previous day. Mycroft was feeling ill at ease. “I thought I might be of some help,” he said. “Moran appears to have all the cards at the moment—” Then he winced. “Perhaps I should rephrase that….”
I interjected. “How do you think you can help?”
“I am not really sure, but something is bound to happen sooner or later. Moran will not leave things as they are, not now. If I am here….”
I studied him. It appeared to me that Mycroft was suffering the same agonies as Lestrade. I wondered if everyone who knew Elizabeth and were privy to the fact of her abduction would eventually arrive upon the doorstep, hoping to be able to help in some undefined way when the climax arrived.
Mrs. Hudson chose that moment to enter, bearing her largest tray spread with an enormous morning tea. She nodded wordlessly to me and to Lestrade and Mycroft, as she transferred the things to the table and placing the box Holmes had been delving into to one side. Just as wordlessly she left again.
“Tea, gentlemen?” I offered.
There was a knock on the street door as we were serving ourselves and Holmes returned to the room in time to receive the next visitor. “Gregson. Good morning. Come in, come in. Your colleague, Mr. Lestrade, is here already.”
I examined Holmes suspiciously, for I knew the bonhomie was false. His face was inscrutable. He drew Gregson into the room and over to the table.
The two official detectives greeted each other politely. It was apparent they had buried their professional rivalry for the duration, for Lestrade immediately replaced his cup and turned his attention to Gregson.
“We have an interview with the Governor of Dartmoor at three o’clock this afternoon,” Gregson told him.
Mycroft lifted his chin to study Gregson, his attention caught, as was mine, for if there were any clues to be had on Moran’s whereabouts, I knew they would probably be found at Dartmoor prison.
“Are the inmates to be interviewed?” Mycroft asked.
“That is already under way. The prison is conducting its own investigation into the escape.”
“That should concern you least,” Mycroft retorted. “The man has managed to recruit and establish an entire organization whilst incarcerated and that should be worrying the authorities far more. He has made the penitentiary system appear utterly useless.”
Mycroft’s criticism began a three-sided argument on the finer details of penal law and prison reform. The warring parties’ voices slowly lifted as the argument grew more heated.
I observed the debate with understanding and a little amusement. These three gentlemen were all displaying the symptoms of nervous stress, but their misdirected belligerence was also a natural outlet and so I let the argument run its course. Time enough to organize the expedition to Dartmoor once their tempers had cooled.
I spared a glance toward Holmes. He had remained apart from everyone in the room, standing and gazing out of the shattered window with pre-occupied detachment. It was clear he was still thinking deeply, so I left him be. It was all I could do for him in that crowded and noisy room.
Around the table, the argument subsided a little and conversation moved on to more productive ground.
“I have a number of men out searching the streets for this Mrs. Thacker who Holmes described,” Lestrade said.
I nodded to myself. That was the first obvious lead to follow, but I rather doubted Mrs. Thacker would be found.
Gregson thought as I did. “She would have gone to ground,” he said. “We will not find her now, unless she allows herself to be sighted. Still, the effort must be made. I received my reply from Perth, by the way. No store, no Thacker. There is a Cartwright’s Emporium, but it is owned by a business partnership and none of the partners are called Cartwright.”
Mycroft added deferentially: “You might see if ‘Mrs. Thacker’ can be traced in Perth. One confirmed fact in the midst of a wealth of invention cannot be coincidence. Her accent appeared genuine.”
Lestrade nodded, then consulted his watch. “We’d best be leaving. I’d like to get to Dartmoor early and have a sniff around. Gregson?”
“Yes, I will go with you.”
“And I, if I may,” Mycroft added.
They fell to discussing travel details and their proposed tasks at Dartmoor and I moved across to Holmes. “You’re coming to Dartmoor, Holmes?”
He shook his head. “I must stay here and wait for Moran’s communication.”
“Yes, of course,” I replied automatically, whilst I examined his face. I could not analyze his mood. It was uncharacteristic of him not to become involved in the discussion. Normally he liked to lead the conversation. He was not irascible or impatient as he would be when waiting idly for developments. He was not searching for answers—I could at least see that much. Given the little information he had to work upon, Holmes had already drawn his conclusions. In the normal course of a case he would have immediately put into effect any lines of action available to him. With Elizabeth’s life hanging in the balance I expected him to be expending all his energy on the case.
This still, contemplative figure paused by the window was a stranger to me.
“You must go to Dartmoor, Watson,” he told me. “I will quiz you on the details upon your return.”
“Yes, of course,” I replied, stupidly repeating myself because of my inattention.
I began to move away, to return to the table, when the glass fragments still precariously hanging in the window frame shattered and dropped musically to the floor. Startled—but not yet alarmed, for I had not heard the sound of a shot—I turned back again.
Holmes had fallen to the floor, a hand clamped to his side. Even as I turned, I saw the blood begin to spread across his shirt front.
• Chapter Eleven •
_________________________
•ï¡÷¡ï•
I HURRIED BACK to where Holmes lay on the floor. He was conscious and lifted his jacket to look at the wound. I reached to pull the jacket aside so I could examine it, too, but Holmes lifted up his blood-covered hand and with a grimace, spoke urgently. “No. It is not fatal. Quickly now, Watson; you must show the others the empty house across the street. He even had the gall to use the same window.”
I hesitated. I could hardly leave Holmes lying wounded on the carpet and call myself a doctor. But even as I hesitated, Lestrade and Gregson flung themselves out of the room and rattled down the stairs, shouting for the bobbies to give chase.
Mycroft crossed to my side. “Hurry, Watson. You must show us the way.”
Outside the window, I could hear the alarm spreading up and down the street, as the police converged.
“Sherlock will survive for another fifteen minutes, I am sure.”
I looked down at my friend and he nodded reassuringly. “Go.”
Mycroft and I hurried down the stairs and across the street to the house that Holmes had referred to. Mycroft appeared to have maintained the agility and sure-footedness that he shared with his brother despite his corpulent shape, for he moved as swiftly as I.
I led him to the door of the building and Lestrade and Gregson followed. Lestrade forced the lock. Behind us stood a pair of policemen in uniform. The two plain-clothes officers were not to be seen. The door shuddered aside under Lestrade’s impact and we all pushed our way into the narrow hallway.
Holmes had called the house the “empty house” merely as a shorthand means of pinpointing the location of the gunman, for the house had been occupied for several years. This was the house which Moran had utilized as a vantage point when he had attempted to shoot Holmes many years before—in exactly the same manner as on this occasion. Only, this second attempt had succeeding in hitting the intended target rather than a substitute wax dummy.
Our forceful entry brought the residents of the house out into the hall to investigate and both husband’s and wife’s expressions were startled and indignant.
Gregson looked to me. “Which room, sir?”
I reoriented my bearings, for Holmes and I had previously entered from the rear of the building and at night. I pointed toward the appropriate door. “That one.”
One of the uniformed policemen remained behind to speak to the tenants and we rushed into the room.
Only a few short minutes had elapsed since Holmes had been hit, yet the room was quite empty of human occupants. It was prettily furnished, neat and tidy and vacant. I looked around, frustrated. “Gone.”
The two policemen in street clothes came into the room and crossed over to Lestrade. “Nobody came out the back way, sir,” the spokesman said.
“Right. Begin interviewing everyone out there. See if we have any witnesses.”
“Yes, sir.” They saluted and left, this time using the front door. I could hear the householders’ indignant tones as they passed through the hallway. Gregson shut the room’s door once more and Lestrade moved over to the window that gave such an excellent view of Holmes’ rooms. Mycroft followed.
“Yes, that is the window,” I told them, crossing to his side.
“I remember it well,” Lestrade replied, bending to examine the sill. “But I think Holmes was wrong for once. The shot didn’t come from here…. What’s the matter, Doctor?”
His question was put sharply. I suppose my face must have sagged in quite a comical way, for I had suddenly recalled that Lestrade had indeed been here on that night in 1894, for he had been the officer who had arrested Moran. In the rush of the chase I had forgotten.
So why had Holmes insisted I guide them to the correct window? The answer might have come to me had I the time to consider it, but another more sinister thought infused itself. Holmes was injured and quite alone in his rooms and there was a murderer roaming about the streets—free to finish the job he had begun.
“Holmes,” I breathed. I pushed past Mycroft and raced out into the street, across the busy thoroughfare and back up the stairs to Holmes’ rooms. I burst in through the doorway and came to a breathless halt at the spot where I had left Holmes.
It was empty.
Behind me I could hear the rapid ascent of boots on the stairs and Lestrade and Mycroft rushed into the room behind me.
I collapsed onto the nearest chair to recover my breath.
Lestrade and Mycroft both inspected the carpet and Lestrade shook his head, unhappy. “Here’s a pretty kettle of fish,” he observed colloquially. “Did he leave on his own, or was he taken?”
Mycroft bent to look more closely at the bloodstain, then straightened. “I think you can safely assume my brother has departed for reasons of his own. Sending us across the street to investigate the house was a ruse to allow him time to leave unhindered.”
Lestrade shook his head. “Then the shot was a fake?”
Mycroft tapped the stain with his cane. “Something injured him,” he observed. “But not as badly as we were led to believe. I reserve my opinion on whether it was a bullet or not, but I do recall to your attention that Moran is renowned for his powerful—and silent—airgun.”
I concurred with Mycroft, but I kept my opinion to myself, for Lestrade looked baffled and angry enough already. Holmes had made sure I had left him alone, despite his injuries. I didn’t believe he could have fabricated either the blood or the unidentified missile that had cracked the glass that remained in the window, but a swift mind could have improvised around the incident and I knew without doubt that Holmes’ mind was keen enough.
Gregson rejoined us then and he and Lestrade fell to an inconclusive debate over Holmes’ motives.
I was troubled by the mystery, too. What on earth had possessed Holmes to throw aside all aid and assistance and face the certain dangers of confronting Moran and rescuing Elizabeth alone? How badly wounded was he?
Mycroft was examining the carpet beneath the window again, his face thoughtful.
I watched him curiously. Mycroft was as brilliant a reasoner as Sherlock and I suspected he understood better than any of us why his brother had acted as he did. But Mycroft was contributing nothing to the discussion.
Instead he crouched to study the carpet again, this time lowering himself to his knees to examine it as closely as possible. He reached out a hand to delicately probe with a fingertip. Then, with forefinger and thumb he gently picked up something from the tufts and brought it closer to his face and studied it.
I rose from my chair and moved closer. “What is it?”
“Some sort of wax,” Mycroft murmured, sniffing it gently. He rubbed the red substance between his fingers. “Sealing wax?” he asked himself. “Rough, impure.” Then he rose to his feet once more and looked at me. “I shall return to my club.” With that he donned his hat, nodded, and left the room.
His departure broke up Lestrade’s and Gregson’s discussion. Lestrade fished out his watch once more and frowned. “Time to leave. Can you finish the investigation here?”
Gregson nodded. “Of course.”
“But where are you going?” I asked.
“Dartmoor. I have an appointment with the prison Governor, remember?”
“No, I had forgotten,” I confessed. “Would it be inconvenient if I came with you, Lestrade?”
“No, if you must. Why, doctor?”
“Holmes wanted me to,” I told them. “That is the only avenue open for investigation, now.” Which from my point of view, it was. The trail to Mrs. Thacker and Moran was quite cold and could only be traced by someone as skilled as Holmes and he had for reasons of his own disappeared.
The only other skilled enough to unravel the clues was Mycroft and he, too, had bowed out of the mystery. I suspected he had done so for the same reasons as Sherlock—reasons he had deduced from whatever clues Sherlock had left behind.
Dartmoor and the inmates Moran had spent some years associating with might possibly give us another direction to follow. So I overcame my first impulse to stay at Baker Street and wait for a possible communication from either Holmes or Moran. Instead I primed Mrs. Hudson to act as message-taker and boarded the train with Lestrade.
Gregson saw us off with a last minute report on the investigation into Holmes’ wounding.
“Traffic was very thick and nobody heard anything unusual—especially not a gun.”
Lestrade was puzzled. “Then there probably wasn’t a gun involved,” he said. “I cannot see how Moran would be able to obtain a second airgun and we know the original is still safely locked up. The residents of Baker Street are nervous enough after Friday night’s adventure and would have instantly recognized a gunshot if there had been one.”
Gregson looked equally as perplexed. “So what was it that flew hard enough to crack glass and wound a man?”
Lestrade looked at me. “It is a pity you didn’t get a look at the wound, Doctor Watson. That would have given us a very good idea of what the weapon was.”
“There was no time,” I reminded him.
“No. Nor is there now. There’s the guard’s whistle. Keep on it, Gregson. Goodbye!”
Our trip to Dartmoor was uneventful in the extreme. I imagine Lestrade would make a dour companion at the best of times and on this journey he was positively gloomy. This suited me, for I was comparably lost in my own cogitation. The silence between us was almost complete and it wasn’t until we were on the very threshold of the Governor’s office that Lestrade spoke to me.
“I would appreciate it if you would allow me to do all the talking, Doctor. If you just keep your eyes peeled and that way we should be able to pick up any clues to be had.”
I agreed readily and we went inside.
That was the beginning of a depressing afternoon’s work. Lestrade spoke at length with the governor and afterwards interviewed nearly a dozen prisoners who were reckoned Moran’s closest associates. The later was merely a formality.
Moran’s escape was similar in character to all the operations he had orchestrated to date. The planning was meticulous, the timing perfect and it was audacious. It was a remarkable escape in the history of the prison, for no other escape, successful or otherwise, had been managed without some type of inside help.
The prison was having new drainage systems and plumbing installed and workmen had been scattered throughout the buildings for weeks. Sometime during the Friday afternoon, Moran had subdued a workman that resembled him in stature, taken him back to his cell, swapped clothing and left with the other workmen at the end of the day, all without detection. He had even signed out and collected the man’s pay at the gate, passing through the security arrangements apparently without problems, for not one of the guards who were on duty that evening recalled a single moment of suspicion or any untoward incidents.
Once outside the gate, Moran had melted into the countryside. He hadn’t traveled back to town with the men. His planning, it was decided, had included arrangements for transport and clothing and probably money, but as he had already collected the workman’s monthly wages, he had funds enough to travel quite a distance.
He’d had a start of four hours, for it wasn’t until the evening cell-check that the substitution was discovered.
The workman left behind had been questioned thoroughly and his background scrutinized and it was concluded he was as innocent as he claimed.
We also spent some time looking at the behavior records of all those we spoke to, reading for any conflicting information or other clues.
Moran was, according to all we spoke to and his indisputable record, a model prisoner. He behaved as expected and caused no trouble. He associated with none of the prisoners who were considered troublemakers and even those prisoners deemed his close associates were only vaguely acquainted with him. He wrote no letters and did not appear to communicate with anyone outside the prison, with the sole exception of his sister. She was the only visitor.
The sister, Beatrice O’Connor, lived in London. She had also been questioned. The transcribed notes of her interview were available to us and made unexciting reading. She was as virtuous in fact as Moran appeared to be by report—a Matron at Saint Luke’s Hospital, married and with a blameless reputation which had already withstood countless investigations as a result of Moran’s criminal activities.
Lestrade could add more to the prison’s information. “I personally interviewed her when Moran was put on trial in 1894. Mrs. O’Connor would have disowned him if she’d known how to go about it. An amazing difference in siblings—virtue on one hand and corruption on the other.”
It was not an isolated phenomenon. Moriarty’s brother James had been as good and kind as his brother was evil. “I think we can safely discount Beatrice O’Connor,” I replied.
We emerged from the prison compound into the evening light and wearily made our way to the station and boarded a train for home. Lestrade spent the trip going back over his copious notes, sorting and cross-referencing.
“I suppose this must seem very plodding and pedestrian to you after working with Mr. Holmes,” he said, catching my gaze.
I tried to frame a considerate answer. “Holmes is as tied to information as you, Inspector. Though I have a feeling he would not have bothered with Dartmoor—he said as much only seconds before the shot was fired, if shot it was.”
“Yet he asked you to come. That indicates some importance, doesn’t it?”
“Yes, I suppose it does,” I said doubtfully. “Though we’ve uncovered absolutely nothing. Moran was a saint according to what we’ve learned.”
“Not like the man we know at all, is it?” Lestrade replied. He returned to his notes again.
I fell back into my brown study. I was at a loss as to what to do, now. I had completed the one duty Holmes had charged me with, as useless as that had been. My position now, I thought, was dictated by my being the best person to represent Sherlock Holmes’ interests. Accordingly, I should remain at Baker Street. If I were to emulate Holmes’ usual course of action, I supposed my next step was….
It was on this mental barb that my flow of reasoning became snagged and stayed snagged until the train pulled into the station.
Lestrade packed away his papers and stood up, looking about the compartment. “Will you be staying at Baker Street, Doctor?”
“Yes, I thought I might,” I replied. Then I added carefully; “And you, Lestrade? What will you be doing now?”
He scratched his head. “I do not mind admitting that I am not sure what to do. Whatever it is, it will be routine. Circulating descriptions of that ‘Mrs. Thacker’ and Miss Elizabeth and Moran. Doing the rounds of informers and spies to see what the criminal world can dig up for us. Then there’s the investigation in Perth and Gregson’s part of the show to look into.”
“Do you believe you will find anything?”
“There’s not a lot of hope in any of it, Doctor. I am being frank only because you’re familiar with the business, you understand. You see, all the lines of inquiry we could have followed disappeared along with Mr. Holmes.” He gave a crooked smile. “This is one of those cases upon which I would normally consult Sherlock Holmes.”
•ï¡÷¡ï• •ï¡÷¡ï• •ï¡÷¡ï•
During a night of restless tossing about on my pillow I finally came to the conclusion that my one best course of action was inaction. I had a feeling, merely an instinct, that Holmes would contact me and I had best be prepared and available for him to easily find me.
But my heart and mind were in conflict. Despite the logic of my decision, I found inaction barely tolerable. Much as Holmes had, I began to suffer from mental pictures of Elizabeth enduring hardships and indignities in whatever prison they held her in. I imagined Holmes badly wounded and living off the streets.
I lazed about the sitting room or else sat at the table with the papers spread before me and gazed out the window.
On the second day, from my vantage point at the window, I sighted several people who appeared to have nothing better to do than loll about on the pavements. I guessed immediately they were watching the rooms, but the purpose behind the vigil escaped me. Holmes was no longer here and it was hardly likely that I would be in danger.
I gained my answer on the Thursday. Inactivity had finally driven me out into fresh air. In the first cool of the evening I ventured out onto Baker Street and headed for Oxford Street, intending to walk to the Embankment. I longed for a good extended stroll.
It had been a hot, still day. The traffic was heavy and there were a good many pedestrians out, soaking up the small sporadic breezes that had arrived with the evening star. I threaded my way through them, moving fast, trying to blow away the mental cobwebs.
At the Oxford Street corner I looked over toward the Arch and saw instead, barely fifteen feet from me, a young man whose features I recognized almost at once, even though it had been quite a few years since I had seen him and he had been a boy of ten or so, then. It was Wiggins, once the captain of Holmes’ street urchins. His clothing was still as tattered as I remembered and he was walking away from me, dawdling as if he didn’t have a care in the world.
I acted instinctively at first. I lifted my cane and called out to him.
Wiggins turned, startled. It would have been rare enough for friends of his to be in this area, so he must have assumed that someone calling his name was of the opposite variety. When he saw that I was, indeed, a stranger and therefore in the enemy camp, he bolted.
I gave chase.
Wiggins, of course, outclassed me completely. He was younger and could dodge the crowds more easily and was faster on his feet. He’d had infinite practice at this type of exercise as a child. Nevertheless I raced after him as quickly as I could, content to keep within sight of him, hoping my adult cunning would best him. If I could catch him, I thought, or at least get within earshot and convince him I was not a threat, I might be able to employ him as Holmes had on occasions. Only this time I would put him to tracing Holmes.
The race led down Oxford Street, away from the Park. I found, much to my surprise, that I was able to at least maintain the distance between me and my weaving quarry. Several times I lost sight of him but then he would reappear just as I was about to give up.
He ducked sideways and vanished and when I reached that point, I found a narrow, dank alleyway leading into goodness knows where. Determined to overtake him, I hurried into it. Halfway down its length was a doorway and as I reached it, a door opened. I was grasped and drawn inside by two powerful hands and the door shut quickly behind me.
I blinked in the dark. “What on earth is the meaning of this?” I demanded to my unseen captors.
The hands tugged at my coat. “Give us your hat and jacket.”
And out of the darkness came a voice that, because of its accent and youth, was recognizably Wiggins’. “‘urry up Guv. And the cane, too.”
“I do not understand,” I began, as the hands finally stripped me of my jacket. I felt my hat and stick being removed.
“We’ve gotta get rid of your watchdogs. Just keep quiet for a moment.” Wiggins’ voice was reassuringly confident.
I fell silent as requested, blinking as my eyes became used to the dim light. Before me stood a man of approximately my height and weight. He had donned my jacket. As my eyes continued to distinguish more detail, I saw him quickly empty the pockets, the contents of which he handed me. He adjusted my hat, winked at me and slipped out the door.
The brightness of the daylight dazzled me again and I listened, blinded, as his footsteps echoed up the narrow alley.
“But what—”
“Shush up, will you?” Wiggins demanded fiercely.
I obediently fell silent and waited, redistributing my possessions about my person once more.
Only a few second later I heard a shout which seemed to come from the entrance to the alley, on Oxford Street. “Here! Down here!”
Then the noise of several pairs of running feet echoed along the alley’s length and petered out again.
Only after the alley had been silent for nearly a minute did Wiggins relax with a gusty sigh of relief. “Thank ‘eavens for that.”
“That man was impersonating me to draw them off?”
“Correct, Guv.” Wiggins handed me a faded, disreputable raincoat and a soft shapeless hat. “‘ere. Stick these on.”
I took them and reluctantly donned the filthy garments. “They wouldn’t let me into the Ritz with these,” I quipped.
“Don’t worry. Where you’re going you’ll fit right in.”
“And where am I going?” I asked.
“Don’t know,” Wiggins said blandly. “Ready?”
“Yes.” I settled the hat so it came down low over my face. “Who is it that was following me? Is it the people who have been watching Holmes’ rooms all week?”
“Don’t know,” Wiggins replied.
“I see. I suppose you also don’t know who it is that is impersonating me?”
“That’s right,” Wiggins replied.
Four days of confinement had chiseled at my temper and I said sourly; “Then, if you don’t know who it was, it will not matter to you what will happen to him if he is caught by these people you don’t know.”
Wiggins opened the door and I saw his broad, amused smile. “I don’t ‘ave to worry ‘bout ‘im. ‘e ain’t the one wiv the gammy leg. Come on, let’s get.”
Wiggins’ confidence was built on competence, I discovered that evening. He led me for the first part of my strange journey. We continued toward the river but I never sighted another main street again. Wiggins led me down back alleys and through mews and finally to the river itself. There, we skirted carefully through Bloomsbury, across Bethnal Green and south to Whitechapel.
Finally, forty minutes later, he led me into another alley that ended in an enclosed courtyard.
Sitting on an upturned crate was a dockland worker, still grimy with sweat and dirt, whittling at one of the lathes of the crate he was perched upon.
Wiggins led me to him, then addressed me. “This fellow doesn’t know ‘oo you are or nothin’. At the other end, e’ll get a pound for ‘is work and go ‘ome. So there’s no point in askin’ questions…same as there’s no point in tryin’ to drive the price up, understand?” This last he addressed to the docker.
“Aye,” the docker acknowledged sullenly. He looked at me and jerked his head and walked back up the alley.
Wiggins touched his hat brim. “‘Night.”
I followed the surly docker and stepped up my pace until I was level with him. He maintained his silence throughout the twenty minute trip, delivering me at last to a deep doorway on a street indistinguishable from hundreds like it around the riverbanks.
Sitting cross-legged on the doorstep, tailor-fashion, was a dark-skinned Indian, dressed in ragged white cotton overshirt and trousers, turban and sandals. He handed the docker one pound, which he fished out from an inner pocket. The Indian uncoiled himself from the step.
“I have been instructed to tell you that your duty has been fulfilled and that you can return to your home now,” the Indian told the docker in the unmistakable sing-song accent of his native country.
I looked my new guide up and down. “And how much are you being paid?” I asked.
“I have been promised one pound also,” the Indian said primly. “This way please.” He waved me on.
I sighed and moved on.
This leg of the journey was over in fifteen minutes, but had we moved in a direct line we could have reached the destination in three. I was led on a tortuous route up and down streets and in and out of alleys. I can safely swear that we completed at least one circle, for I recognized the broad doorstep the Indian had been sitting upon when I had first sighted him.
I was handed exhausted and in considerable pain from my leg, to a very young girl with a sweet face, angelic golden curls and dirty cheeks, who solemnly picked up my hand. She gave the Indian his promised one pound.
The Indian bowed to me, his hands together, and disappeared into the thick warm darkness of the night.
The girl looked up at me. “I am Elizabeth,” she told me. Then she tugged with her captured hand. “This way.”
She led me quickly into another street and then into a deserted, dirty courtyard filled with weeds and rubbish, broken wheels and the carcasses of one or two dories, turned upside down onto trestles and left to rot out in the weather. In the far corner was a ramshackle structure made entirely out of salvaged tin sheet and wood, held together by twine, wire and the occasional bolt. The roof was corrugated iron and looked to be merely resting there, pinned down only by its own weight.
The door was an old wardrobe door, complete with oval mirror frame. The mirror had long since been broken and the wood paneling that would have once been hidden behind the mirror showed as much weathering as the rest of the door.
The child Elizabeth led me to the door. “This is our secret hiding-house,” she told me. “You mustn’t tell anyone about it. Promise?”
“Yes,” I agreed, wondering if this was part of the itinerary or if Elizabeth was adding her own detour into the plan. She opened the door using both hands, then picked up my hand to lead me inside.
I ducked my head and followed her in.
It was exceedingly hot inside. The play-house had no windows and had been baking in the summer sun all day. Also, a shuttered lantern sat on the low table in the middle of the room, which added to the heat. Elizabeth closed the door behind me and unshuttered the lantern.
The lantern told me I was here by design and not through Elizabeth’s embellishment. She pointed to a chair in the corner, which looked massive against the child-sized proportions of the table. “Please sit down,” she said formally.
I sat down gratefully.
“Would you like some tea?” she asked.
I stared at her. “Real tea?” I asked stupidly.
“Of course,” she replied, with adult dignity.
“Yes, thank you.”
She moved over to a crate with skewed corners and removed a cloth that covered a tray with teapot, cups, utensils and apparatus necessary for tea-making. With an unexpected strength, she lifted the tray and placed it on the table in front of me.
“Is that everything you need?” she asked, as I looked over the tray.
“Yes, that does appear to be everything,” I said. My voice sounded distant, for this felt very much like Alice’s Mad Hatter’s party to me.
“Good. Goodbye.” She smiled brilliantly at me, then opened the door and swiftly closed it behind her.
I was alone.
I looked around me. The construction materials were as haphazard on the inside as the out and it looked very much as if children had built the house themselves. I wondered how stable the structure was, but only for a moment. The tea was hot and the scent made my mouth water, distracting me from my grim thoughts. I poured myself a cup and drank.
I sat alone in that cramped, stuffy little shack for nearly half-an-hour. In that time I finished the tea, recovered my strength and had begun to wonder just how long I was to be left waiting there.
Just as I was growing impatient, I heard the latch of the door click and I turned to see who was entering. I was bitterly disappointed when the Indian of the third stage of my journey entered into the house, stooping low to clear the doorframe.
“Just how much further do I have to go?” I asked impatiently.
“Patience, good sir. All will be revealed in time,” the Indian advised me. “Would you like some more tea? It is good tea, is it not? From my own country, it is.”
“No, I would not like more tea,” I answered waspishly. “I would like to continue on with this mad tour of the Thames and get it over with, thank you.”
“Then perhaps you’d prefer something stronger?” Holmes asked me, pulling a hipflask out from beneath the cotton overshirt and proffering it with a smile.
• Chapter Twelve •
_________________________
•ï¡÷¡ï•
I STRAIGHTENED UP, staring, as delight, anger and relief all claimed my heart. “Holmes…when am I ever going to learn to look past your disguises?”
“Never, Watson,” he told me, settling himself on the dirt floor of the hut, crossing his legs tailor-fashion once more. “It is a human failing to see only what you are shown.” He tipped some of the brandy into my teacup. “Drink.”
I drank, glad of the fiery liquid.
Holmes poured himself a cupful and drank, too. His disguise was moderate—he had darkened his skin with some sort of stain and of course wore the light cotton clothes typical of a poor Indian worker, plus the sandals and turban. One could find dozens of similarly dressed Indians in this area. The rest of the disguise was supplied by Holmes’ acting ability—poise, accent, demeanor, gestures and attitude.
“You had me quite fooled,” I remarked. “Though I cannot see why you insisted on pressing the charade to this point. Surely you could have revealed yourself in the first instance?”
“You must forgive me for appearing to play with you, Watson,” Holmes said soberly. “But there were good reasons for the charade. For the same critical reasons you were left sitting alone in this edifice.” He looked around him with a grim smile. “It has the advantage of having only one possible approach—across the yard. By scaling the wall and perching high up in one corner, I could watch every inch and wait to see if anyone was interested in you.”
I nodded. “I was being watched at Baker Street,” I told him.
Holmes laughed—a long, low chuckle. “It is a pity ‘watched’ is a verb, for it prevents me accusing you of understatement. You had no fewer than three agencies examining your every movement. The watchers had watchers watching them and those watchers were in turn observed by others.” He laughed again. “It has been a merry week in this respect, for you confounded most of your watchers by very elaborately doing nothing.”
I stared at him. “You were one of those watchers?” I asked.
“Not in person. I have been busy elsewhere. But mine was one of those agencies I refer to. I have kept myself informed of your conduct.”
“That is a great deal better than I have managed,” I replied. “You had me quite worried, Holmes. The last time I saw you I thought you badly wounded. Mycroft convinced me you were not as incapacitated as you let me believe and for four days now I have been trying to guess what it was you were doing. Have you found Moran? Have you any sign of Elizabeth yet?”
He refilled his cup from the flask. “I had better begin at the beginning and explain myself,” he replied. “As it seems I have sorely troubled you.”
“I thought you had lost your mind,” I confessed. “As there seemed to be no sane explanation for disappearing as you did.”
“There was one—only one—reason. There were too many people involved and the whole affair was in danger of tripping over one of its many feet.” He leaned back against the tin wall and pulled up his knees.
“My midnight pacing had not been entirely without effect, Watson. By reducing the situation down to the bare facts, I could distinguish Moran’s motives. If you ignore the complexity of the arrangements, you have the fact that Elizabeth was abducted at almost the exact moment of Moran’s escape from prison. Moran’s motives become somewhat clearer when it is put that way.”
“Revenge,” I stated.
“No. Not revenge. At least, not entirely. You have overlooked the coinciding times. Moran wanted me to be distracted at the moment of his escape and effectively immobilized for some time afterwards. Elizabeth’s abduction ensured that and allowed him to escape from Dartmoor and travel to London undetected.
“That was as far as I got before your compound stole my senses. It wasn’t until the next morning, when Lestrade forced me into collaboration with him that the significance of the dramatic manner of Elizabeth’s abduction occurred to me. By involving so many people and causing such a public uproar, Moran was not only snarling the police force’s efficiency, but guaranteeing they would be involved in the investigation that followed.”
“He wants you to find him?”
“No, Watson. He does not. He wants to avoid a confrontation. Moran does not fear the power of the police. It is me he fears. So he involves the police, knowing they would hamper my search for him. He knew I would not be able to keep Elizabeth’s disappearance a secret and investigate on my own.”
“That is why you tricked us all?”
“Not completely.” His keen eyes glittered with a remembered impatience and anger. “Although I was, indeed, hampered by all the attention.
“I also knew that Moran would comprehend my every move, either by report or by direct observation. I stood at the window and I could almost feel his presence out there, watching me. I was an insect in a specimen jar, Watson. I could not stir and not be scrutinized from all directions. It was a most uncomfortable and disabling position.”
“So when that shot was fired, you used the situation to climb out of the jar,” I stated, borrowing his simile.
Holmes nodded. “Yes. Excellent, Watson.”
“I am afraid that was Mycroft’s conclusion, not mine.”
“I knew he would comprehend the situation,” Holmes replied.
“What was it that struck you? We determined that it was not a bullet.”
“It was a message. Moran communicated his intentions far earlier and more adroitly than even I would have predicted.”
“A message?”
“A slip of paper enclosed in a ball of wax and projected by an old-fashioned sling, pitched from the rooftop of the building opposite the window. A powerful and almost silent ancient weapon and a clever piece of thinking on Moran’s part. His message is delivered without intermediaries, who could be detained and questioned.”
“But the blood—you were bleeding!”
“A moderately shallow cut from a flying shard of glass from the pane. It was fortunate window dressing. I could not let you examine the wound because you would know immediately it was not what it seemed.”
“It does explain why Mycroft found traces of red wax on the carpet.”
“The ball of wax broke up upon impact. It hit me squarely in the shoulder. My reaction was to clasp the point of impact and I felt the paper beneath my hand. I knew immediately that this was a message from Moran. I kept it hidden in my hand while I played out the scene and sent you to investigate the empty house. As soon as I was alone I read the message, which was close to what I expected it to be.”
He withdrew a small folded piece of paper and handed it to me. It was thick and yellow and not unexpectedly waxy to the touch. Some of the red wax clung to the edges. The writing was in soft dark pencil.
Search for me and she dies.
I turned the sheet over to check the other side, which was blank and featureless.
“Moran’s handwriting?” I guessed.
“Undoubtedly.”
“Succinct and to the point,” I observed.
“It was no more than I had expected,” Holmes replied. “So I pushed it into a pocket, snatched up money and other small essentials, raced down the back stairs to Mrs. Hudson’s kitchen and out the back door and across the yard, now conveniently deserted whilst the police searched elsewhere for my would-be murderer, scaled a few walls and was alone and well on my way to the East end before, I am sure, you returned to the sitting room and found me gone.”
I considered the sequence from Holmes’ point of view. “It certainly achieved your aim.”
“I apologize for worrying you.”
“It was necessary,” I said dismissively, “if you are to find Elizabeth.”
Holmes’ face was grim. “Everything I have done is only for that purpose,” he replied.
“So tell me who it was that was watching me and why,” I prompted him.
Holmes composed himself once more. “The watchers,” he said, with a smile reminiscent of his earlier mirth. “After I had slipped from the limelight, both the police and Moran were anxious to learn where I was and what I was doing. The police, so they could learn where Moran was through me and Moran, to decide whether I was obeying his demand to keep well away from him. The only possible means they had of determining my whereabouts was to watch both you and my rooms, utilizing the theory that sooner or later I would contact you. I am quite sure you had a tail like a comet on your journey to Dartmoor. Had you moved from Baker Street again, that same tail would have dogged your every step.”
“So Moran’s men were also watching the police, while you were watching both.”
“Only to determine when you left Baker Street. While you stayed in the rooms I could not communicate with you. Every message, delivery or tradesman would have been suspect and I am quite sure the police questioned everyone who called at 221B over the last four days, hoping to discover me or Moran or confederates of either party. It must have frustrated everyone when you stayed indoors.”
“I stayed there because I thought you might try to contact me and I didn’t want to be absent and miss any message you might send.”
Holmes nodded. “Again, as always, you have done the right thing for entirely the wrong reasons. When you finally did step out for air this evening, the alarm went up amongst both observing parties. They assumed incorrectly that you had received a covert message and scurried to follow you so they might locate me.”
It was all beginning to make sense to me now. “You were waiting for me to do that very thing,” I said.
“I was beginning to wonder if I would have to in fact send a covert message to get you out and into a position where I could cut off your pursuers.”
“So all my guides tonight and the backtracking and weaving through streets were designed to baffle anyone who had not been fooled by the fellow who took my jacket?”
“It was vital that no one witness our meeting. For that same reason I became one of your guides. I wanted to observe for myself that your trail was clear. As a last precautionary measure, I forced you to wait alone in this house whilst I watched outside. Had anyone managed to navigate through all my shields and seen you enter the hut, they would have become convinced after some time had elapsed that you had reached your final destination and burst in upon you to catch whoever you were meeting with in situ.”
“You have been exceedingly cautious.”
“I cannot afford to become embroiled in official bureaucracy again. I need to be able to move fast and freely if I am to find Elizabeth in time.”
“‘In time’?”
“Yes, there is a time limit, Watson. I do not know yet what that limit is. That is why I have gone to such lengths to have you delivered here. I said that Moran was not motivated entirely by revenge but that is without doubt influencing his actions. I know that once Elizabeth’s usefulness as a hostage and shield is at an end, Moran will kill her. For revenge.”
“Then we must hurry….” I began, feeling an overwhelming sense of urgency descend upon me.
“Hurry to where?” Holmes asked sensibly. “We have a little time. Let us not squander it by running around aimlessly.”
“How much time do we have, do you think?”
“Two days, perhaps. I will know better by tomorrow. For now, let me tell you about Moran. It may be important to have a second person with knowledge of the full facts.” He tapped the note I had laid down upon the table. “What does that note tell you?”
I picked it up again. “It is a curious paper. Crude. There is no watermark on it—which may mean simply that the mark was on the remaining portion of the page that the note was torn from.” I turned it over and back again. “Apart from that and the handwriting, which I will leave to you as the expert, I cannot infer a thing.”
Holmes smiled. “This paper did not have a watermark. It is handmade and made from very primitive tools and equipment. See the irregular coloration and thickness? There is no point in examining the writing, for we know already who wrote the note. But look at the wax, Watson. See its color?”
I recalled Mycroft’s observations. “Mycroft said it was rough and impure. He thought it might be a type of sealing wax.”
“Mycroft did not have a large sample to examine. Lift the sheet and smell the wax.”
I lifted the note and sniffed gently. The scent was strong and exotic and stirred an obscure memory within me. Holmes nodded at my expression.
“Yes, it is like a calling card, isn’t it? I remember this unusual perfume from my time in Tibet. It is used to make candles for burning in the temples as offerings to the gods. Handmade rice paper is used to send written prayers.” He tapped the note. “That isn’t rice paper but Moran would have had to use something more robust and would have taken whatever was available. This told me I should look for a foreign connection. I recalled from my files that Moran had been with the army in India and I concluded that he had sheltered with Indian comrades whose friendship he had founded whilst in India and who were now somewhere in London.”
“Do you know who they are?”
“Indeed I do. The most notorious of Moran’s Indian friends was listed in my files. I learnt that he was in London and I have, for the past three days, been a guest of Sikmah Rijkmah.”
I raised my eyebrows at this announcement. “Disguised as a fellow countryman? Come now, Holmes, you don’t even speak Hindu.”
Holmes laughed at my expression. “I confess it would have been impossible in a normal household, but Sikmah runs a hostel for migrant workers and quite naturally the greater proportion of his guests are fellow Hindus. This establishment is quite legitimate and also serves as an excellent cover for various other nefarious activities that Sikmah has his busy hand in. I sought a room there the same night I abandoned Baker Street and for three days an unemployed deaf and mute Indian has been loafing about the common rooms of this notorious lodging.”
“You’re taking quite a chance, Holmes. You’re not even sure this Sikmah is involved. You have only got the smell of incense and a peripheral fact in your records, which are possibly quite out of date, as far as Moran is concerned.”
“Yes, it was a gamble,” Holmes conceded candidly. “But a gamble with short odds and it paid off, for on my first day there, none other than Moran’s sister Beatrice O’Connor arrived.”
“Moran’s sister!” I recalled my futile work at Dartmoor. “She was the only one who visited Moran in prison.”
“Yes and that fact should have alerted Lestrade. You would recognize her, Watson, as Mrs. Thacker.”
“Of course!” I groaned.
“I had half expected one or another familiar face to appear in time,” Holmes continued, “because of the peculiar arrangements at the hostel. It is a strangely designed building, Watson. Not at all as one would expect a small, poor hostel to be laid out. The bedrooms are upon the first floor, but not lining a common corridor. Instead they all face a type of minstrel’s gallery which in turn overlooks the sitting and dining sections of the ground floor. It is an arrangement which makes for easy observation of the rooms and the comings and goings of guests—which must be an advantage considering the caliber of the inmates. But it also lays wide open for scrutiny any antics of the owner.
“I had only been inside the door for five minutes before I noticed that there was a large, very powerful looking ruffian sitting on a stool at the end of this gallery, apparently with nothing better to do than scowl at anyone who got too close to him.”
“A guard?” I conjectured.
“A guard,” Holmes confirmed. “I kept an eye upon the end door and noted that no one went in or out of the room, except Sikmah on one occasion and he used a key. The guard took all his meals at his post and I observed he had a heavy revolver tucked into his waistband. He was relieved by another equally as threatening looking a warden and the gun was exchanged.
“You can well imagine my exhilaration, then, when I watched from my cool corner of the sitting room as Moran’s sister entered, nodded to the desk clerk and made her way unaided and without guidance to this very door, where she produced her own key and slipped inside.”
“Holmes, do you think Moran is hiding there?”
Holmes looked a little pained at this question. “I do not merely think so, Watson. I made it my task to know. And yes, he was there, for a while.”
“Then he is gone again,” I said, disappointed.
“Not exactly. Let me explain. Beatrice O’Connor remained in the room for nearly fifty minutes, then left the hostel. Her arrival made it imperative for me to see inside that room. It was impossible to get past the guard, for he was of the sort who are as tenacious as a bulldog in discharging their duties. He wouldn’t be easily tricked or lured from his post. And I was alone. So yesterday I hurried back to Wiggins’ quarters, which I am using as a base of operations, changed into my dark clothes and arrived back at the hostel late last night. I worked my way around to the back of the building and scaled fences and masonry until I was perched precariously close enough to the end room window to hear anything. The window was open, of course, for it was a hot night, but heavy drapes prevented me seeing anything other than a one inch slice of the room, which included the end of a small table and the foot of the bunk which is built into all the rooms.
“Having gained my position, I was very nearly startled off it, for a voice spoke right beside my ear, as if the unseen speaker were addressing me. He must have been standing or sitting against the curtain and paused for a moment to collect his thoughts, for it had been silent as I had climbed.
“‘Very well, then. As you insist upon it, I suppose I must. But I am disappointed, Sikmah. You agreed you would help me and now you’re turning me out.’
“I recognized that voice, although the petulant tone was new. Moran was obviously sheltering in the room. Sikmah answered and his voice held only a touch of accent.
“‘It was not part of our agreement that I risk bringing the wrath of Sherlock Holmes down upon me. Neither do I wish to bring the interest of the police upon me. I especially do not want to face charges for harboring a dangerous prison escapee. You shouldn’t have come here so soon.’
“‘How was I to know the ship had been delayed? Ships aren’t becalmed anymore.”
“‘Because most ships have steam. My cousin’s ship is a poor one and an old one, and uses only sail. You should be thankful for that. It will draw less attention.’
“‘And what am I going to do with the woman for another three days?’ Moran demanded. ‘Beatrice, I am nearly out of morphine. You must bring me some more.’
“And his sister answered heatedly to this demand. ‘No, I will not get more. I was lucky to be able to procure what I did and not be caught. I’ll not do any more thieving for you, Sebastian. You risk killing the women if you continue with the injections. It takes skill and fine judgment to administer it in proper doses and I’m only a nurse.’
“‘I cannot keep her prisoner on my own,’ he protested. “Come now, Beatrice. I will be out of your life forever in three days. Help me just this once.’
“‘Now you just listen to me and listen good, Sebastian Moran. I’ve got a good man at home and a good life. It is only because you’ll be out of my life that I’ve even helped you this far—God help me if Jamie ever knew. I’m not happy with this kidnapping business, but I kept my silence because you convinced me it is the only way to keep Sherlock Holmes from stopping you. Fair enough. But it stops here. Now. Show a little backbone, dear brother. She is only a woman. You can contain her for three days, surely, without resorting to morphine again.’
“‘Not if I have to find another refuge at the same time. You don’t know her, Beatrice. It took four of my men nearly sitting on top of her to merely hold her down. It took a bullet to stop her.’”
“Then Elizabeth is wounded, as you thought, Holmes,” I said, trying to banish the image Moran’s description painted in my mind.
Holmes nodded. “But then Beatrice said something very interesting. She made a sound of disgust. ‘Well, she is not going anywhere in a hurry, now. Look at her. Very well then, Sebastian, I’ll administer one more dose so you can find somewhere else to hide. And I’d better change those dressings again, too—”
“My god! Elizabeth is in that room, too!” I cried, interrupting Holmes’ narrative.
Holmes nodded. “I was just as shocked as you, Watson. It was the last thing I had expected. Only someone very stupid or very desperate would remain with his hostage where both could be found together. It was only when I picked up the threads of the conversation again that I realized Moran was quite as desperate as this act indicated. He had expected to be on that ship eight hours past and sailing for the East and safety. Instead the boat had been becalmed and was nearly a week late and he was perched on the very edge of safety, waiting.”
“Is that why you brought me here? To help you rescue Elizabeth?”
Holmes nodded. “Had I been able to devise a plan for removing her from that room unaided and from under the noses of three nervous occupants, I would have carried it out then and there. But I am afraid I wasn’t up to the challenge and against all my inclinations, I remained where I was and tried to learn any more information. There was one more significant fact. Moran agreed to be out of the room by tomorrow morning. So whatever we do, we must do it tonight. You arrived just in time, Watson.”
“And without my medical kit,” I sighed. I structured my next question carefully. “Did you hear anything that would indicate where the bullet hit her, Holmes? It would help me to know what sort of wound I might have to deal with.”
He shook his head silently. Then he reached up to knock his knuckles, inexplicably, against a sheet metal fragment of the wall he leaned against. “There was very little new information discussed after that. They continued to argue over the same ground they had already covered, Moran becoming more peevish as the discussion lengthened. I gave it up then and went back to rouse Wiggins and lay in some new plans against any possible developments and to catch up on your movements. That was last night, and you had, according to Wiggins’ arabs, been remarkably sedentary.”
“Did you see her, Holmes?” I asked.
“No.”
The door of the play house opened and admitted the child Elizabeth. She carried my medical bag in both hands, elbows akimbo to accommodate its depth, which was very nearly equal to her waist height. She shuffled into the room to drop it at my feet.
“Mr. Holmes thought you might want this,” she told me, her eyes shining in her grave, perfectly formed face.
“I…ummm…thank you,” I replied, inadequately.
“Elizabeth was once the key member of a band of house-breakers. She did me the favor of retrieving your bag from your rooms, today, on a strictly commissioned basis, as she no longer breaks into houses.”
Elizabeth smiled and I found myself smiling back. The charm of the little girl was irresistible.
“Elizabeth is also Wiggins’ half-sister and older than she looks,” Holmes continued. “Yours is not the first heart and mind to be distracted by those innocent eyes. Elizabeth.”
She turned at his address and Holmes nodded toward me. Elizabeth reached into her pinafore pocket and produced my purse, which she handed over solemnly. “I had to pay Mr. Holmes his promised one pound,” she said, “and I do not have any money.”
“So she used yours,” Holmes said. “Elizabeth is also one of the best pick-pockets on the streets. Retired, of course,” he added blandly.
I stared at her, astonished.
“Except for emergencies,” she replied, primly.
• Chapter Thirteen •
_________________________
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AT TWO O’CLOCK in the morning I found myself crouched on the bare dirt in front of Sikmah’s immigrant hostel, hugging my medical bag to my chest and closely wrapped in my borrowed coat, which smelt abominably. It was an uncomfortable position and I had maintained it for not quite an hour already.
But the discomfort meant very little to me, for I was more than eager to begin my part in Holmes’ plan to rescue Elizabeth.
Holmes had warned me to expect a wait of any length, for he would only begin when the hostel was completely still and settled for the night. He had returned to his hired room, assuming the persona of the deaf and dumb Indian he was using. He planned to slip down to the front door when it was safe to allow me access into the building.
The plan, roughly, was to disable the ferocious sentinel guarding the door to the room Elizabeth was held in and remove her. All in stealth, for, as Holmes warned me, “there are at least twenty men on the premises who would object violently to being woken.”
At twenty minutes past the hour, the latch of the door creaked and the shadow about the frame widened and deepened before Holmes’ darkened features appeared.
I arose stiffly and moved into the building, squeezing past the half-opened door, and blinking in the musty blackness of the front room.
I felt Holmes’ long fingers on my arm and his voice murmured into my ear; “Something is amiss, Watson. The guard is no longer there. He was gone when I returned tonight.”
I looked about as my eyes adjusted to the lack of light. Before me were a number of worn horsehair chairs and lounges and beyond them perhaps a dozen long tables and benches. In the corner next to the empty fireplace in the sitting area were several brightly painted figures of deities, their glossy gold tints picking up the feeble glow of the down-turned lights above the stairs, which exaggerated their predatory expressions. On a shelf below each figure were a number of long red tapers, each standing in its own ball of dried clay. Most were half-burned and had guttered out. None were now alight, but the pervasive intoxicating perfume lingered in the warm air.
I lifted my gaze upwards to the balcony Holmes had described. Nearly a dozen doors led from it and at the left hand end, opposite the stair head, was a corridor that I presumed led to the rear door and any utility and storage areas. There was a single lamp burning very low, sending a pale glimmer of illumination along the balcony. I looked to the right, where Holmes had located the guard. The spot was empty, but a stool stood against the blank wall, mute testimony to Holmes’ description.
We climbed the stairs carefully, making the minimum of noise and made our way along the balcony. From behind each door we passed we heard either silence, or the natural noises of slumbering men.
At the last door, I took up my post guarding Holmes’ back as he bent and examined the lock. It was locked, for Holmes produced his pouch of metal probes and carefully delved into the keyhole. He withdrew the probe and selected another, bigger instrument and proceeded to unlock the door.
As soon as the click of the lock sounded we opened the door and slipped inside, and Holmes crossed the room and threw aside the heavy drapes, letting in the starlight. I closed the door behind me and we both looked toward the bunk.
It was empty.
The room was small enough to be taken in at a glance and that glance confirmed what Holmes already suspected.
“Moran has already flown,” he whispered. “And none of my lookouts raised the alarm, either.” He dropped the curtain back into place and picked up a candle from the window ledge and put it on the table before him and lit it. His features were strained and somber in the dancing light. “The news of your abrupt disappearance from Baker Street must have terrorized him to the point of flight, Watson. He guessed, rightly, that I was gaining on him.” He looked away. “This is a grave development.”
I put my revolver back in my pocket and dropped my bag to the floor. “What will you do now, Holmes?”
“I do not know.” He looked around the room and I could see he was assessing it for clues, a habit that was ingrained after years of practice. But the habit produced results, for his attention was immediately caught by some detail invisible to my eyes, and he bent to study it more closely.
Patiently, I perched myself on the single hard chair and watched as Holmes quartered the room. The job was swiftly done, for it was very small and he turned to the bunk. At once he gave a triumphant and almost silent exclamation and pulled from between the lower mattress and the bunk frame a scrap of lace. I recognized it.
“Elizabeth’s,” I whispered.
Holmes threw back the thin cover and beckoned me over. “Look, Watson.”
I studied the crumpled sheet that covered the mattress. Holmes plucked a long red hair from the pillow, but my eyes were caught by a more sinister clue. Approximately twenty inches below the pillow was a blood stain, fresh and not small. It would be from the left side of someone lying on the bunk, and more alarmingly, from the lower torso.
“This is not good, Holmes,” I said, pointing to it. “Fresh blood, after three days? I hope Mrs. O’Connor is a superior example of her profession.”
“It could be an arm wound,” Holmes pointed out. “And from what I could learn, Mrs. O’Connor is indeed an excellent nurse.” He lowered himself onto a clean section of the mattress and examined the underside of the upper bunk. “Would you pass me the candle, please, Watson.”
I gave him the candle, and he lifted it to shine on the upper bunk. “Ah!” he said. He turned his head to look more closely, then brought the candle out and offered it to me. “We have received guidance from another source,” he said. “Look for yourself.”
Holmes stood to make room for me and I crouched low and lifted the candle to illuminate the place where he rested his finger, against the base of the upper bunk. The slats of wood were spaced an inch or so apart, and on one was scrawled a word and figure. It took me several seconds to make sense of it, for the writing medium had sunk into the wood and radiated outwards, swelling the lettering almost to the point of illegibility. But by bringing the candle close and puzzling it out, I read aloud.
“Andhra 7”.
I looked at Holmes for explanation, for it was clear it made sense to him.
He was leaning against the post of the bunk. “A light in the darkness, Watson. Against all my expectations, Elizabeth has contrived to rise above her difficulties and leave us a message, and a direction to search in.”
“You mean Elizabeth wrote this?”
“Without doubt.”
“And what does it mean? ‘Andhra’ is not English.”
“No. It is the name of an area out of Indian antiquity, and also the name or part of the name of a ship. The ship, in fact, that Moran is planning to escape from England upon.”
“So ‘7’ is probably a date. Tomorrow. No, today!” I exclaimed.
“Yes. A day earlier than expected. We now know what our time limit is.”
I looked at the writing again. “Holmes, this is blood she has used.”
“Exactly.”
I looked up at him again, a little astonished at the pleased note in his reply. “You’re glad of that?”
“Indeed. You mean you don’t understand what that means?”
“No,” I confessed without shame.
“It means, my dear Watson, that despite injuries and drugs, Elizabeth has more of her faculties about her than Moran realizes, and is hiding it from her captors. They have obviously been speaking quite freely in her presence, as they were last night when I eavesdropped. They do not consider her much of a physical threat for they have not bothered to tether her hands. If they had tied her hands she would never have been able to reach the slat, nor been able to manipulate her hands to write the message. Nor would she have been able to covertly re-open her wound for the fresh blood necessary to write with.”
I must have looked appalled, for Holmes shook his head. “That is not nearly as terrible as it sounds, Watson. It means Elizabeth was more or less rational, for she has grasped the importance of the name of the ship, determined a means of passing that information on and executed it. So her wounds cannot be totally incapacitating. It also means Elizabeth knows we will be hunting for her despite any threats made by Moran. That gives us hope, Watson. With Elizabeth in the midst of the enemy and still in the game, we stand at least a fighting chance.”
I stared at Holmes. This summation displayed military thinking and it was revealing that he considered Elizabeth—a woman, wounded and handicapped by the soporific effects of drugs—as a key advantage. It was clear that this single gruesome message conveyed more hope to Holmes than a full battalion of soldiers fighting for his cause.
Fifteen minutes later we were out in the street, our business in that establishment done. We left the place undisturbed. After Elizabeth was safely back in our hands would be time enough to call the police in.
“And what is our next step?” I asked, as Holmes led me through the streets towards Wiggins’ abode.
“Sleep,” Holmes replied instantly. “And after that, we must ascertain when the sailing ship Andhra is due and at what dock.”
Holmes led me back through the narrow streets. It was very late now and it was possible to discern the faintest wash of light in the sky over our heads, though as yet, the houses about us remained shrouded in the blackest cloth of night.
Tucked away in an obscure and steep mews, sited at the top of the pitch, was a small house that Holmes entered after first gazing about for observers. He drew me in behind him. I stopped with the closed door behind my back, blinking in the enclosed darkness, but Holmes took my arm and led me further into the house. I sensed there were other occupants under the roof, for Holmes was careful to guide me around furniture and architecture with little noise and he remained silent.
I was led up a narrow stair and into a room, where Holmes opened a drape far enough for me to see the dim outline of a small, narrow cot.
“Sleep,” he told me. “You’re quite safe here.”
I needed no further assurance. Gratefully I sank onto the meager mattress and composed myself for sleep.
I awoke some hours later, stiff and cold, for I had failed to cover myself before sleep had descended. I was aware of the sound of traffic somewhere in the distance, but the house itself was still and quiet and I could hear my own heart beating in the silence.
The room was a dingy box room and the temporary bed I had occupied was similar to those I had used in Afghanistan—and as equally uncomfortable. Apart from the bed and a thick quantity of dust, the room was empty. I did notice, however, that there had been a considerable amount of traffic in and out of the room recently, for the floorboards between the bed, door and window were swept clean and bare by boots. In the corner by the window was a now dry dust mark created by a wet sole, to prove my theory.
The observation cheered me a little and I rose and pulled my coat about me and made my way out into the corridor. The corridor was narrow and tall and quite dim, but there was a runner laid along the center of the bare floorboards and the place seemed reasonably clean. To my left as I stood in the doorway of the room I had slept in came a quiet chink of china and the unmistakable sound of hot water being poured. My throat contracted dryly at the idea of sustenance and I turned and traversed the corridor and descended the stairs I found down to the lower floor.
A door, outlined by a wedge of warm orange light emanating from behind it, beckoned to me from across the hall I found at the foot of the stairs and I entered into a warm, cozy kitchen. A fire was lit at the far end and working from its light stood the young girl Elizabeth, pouring tea from the same pot she had served me from the previous evening.
She looked up at me as I entered. “Good morning, Dr. Watson. You have risen earlier than we expected you to.”
“I was woken by the chill,” I replied. “Who is ‘we’?”
Elizabeth gestured me to sit in one of a pair of chairs on either side of a work table and placed the cup she had poured in front of me. “My brother and I.”
Her answer told me whose house this was and also jogged my memory, for I recalled Holmes saying he had been using Wiggins’ house as a base of operations.
“Mr. Holmes has left, then?”
She nodded and sipped her tea. “Hours ago. I think he probably left shortly after bringing you here.”
I studied the girl, feeling somewhat confused as to how much I should discuss Holmes’ affairs with her. It was evident she was aware of much of the peripheral details and her oddly adult bearing and speech bespoke highly developed reasoning skills in one so young.
“Did Holmes tell you where he was going?” I asked, circumnavigating the problem.
“To find out about the Andhra,” Elizabeth replied.
Considering that Holmes had left me here in the early hours of the morning, I thought Elizabeth’s explanation was unlikely to be Holmes’ only mission. I watched her pour another cup of tea, her movements graceful and controlled.
“Forgive my curiosity, Elizabeth, but how is it that your diction is so flawless, when your brother…when his is….”
“Deplorable?” Elizabeth supplied. She smiled. “Henry is lazy. Miss Elizabeth taught him as much as I, but he only exerts himself when it is necessary.”
“Elizabeth corrected your accent?”
Elizabeth nodded. “It is probably easier for me, because I was so much younger than Henry and he’d already learnt how to drop initials. But he is much better at reading and writing and arithmetic than I. Miss Elizabeth told me that was because he is older and can grasp more, and I will improve as I grow older, too.”
This was a revelation of a part of Elizabeth’s life completely unsuspected by me, and I was intrigued by the new glimpses into her character it gave me.
“Did Miss Elizabeth visit you regularly?”
Elizabeth nodded. “As often as she could, whenever she wasn’t working with Mr. Holmes. She was virtually a governess to us both, especially after Mother died.” She pushed the tea cup towards me. “Could you take that to Henry? He is on the roof. You can reach it by going back along the corridor of the room you slept in and climbing the next flight of steps. The landing at the top leads directly to the roof.”
I took the cup of tea and followed Elizabeth’s directions and in short order found myself on the flat pitch roof of the house.
As I stepped carefully across the roof, juggling the hot tea, Wiggins’ voice reached me. “Doctor Watson. You’re just in time to relieve me.”
“Relieve you?” I asked, as I rounded the corner.
Wiggins sat upon the metal case of a roof vent, made comfortable with the addition of a thin cushion, his legs stretched out in front of him.
In his hands was an extended brass telescope—a powerful instrument by the size of its lenses, I judged. At that moment it rested along his legs, but it was obvious he had been using it to gaze upon the available view.
I turned to look at the view myself.
Spread beneath us, reaching over to the river and expanding up and down its length, was a squalid, crowded urban cesspit. Roofs coated with moss and dirt from the streets presented themselves to my gaze, huddled together in shared misery, concealing the narrow streets that wove between them and concealing, too, the pitiful humanity that lived, worked and died down there.
And perched at the river’s edge was the equally dismal dockyards of Surrey and the Isle of Dogs.
“I grew up down there,” Wiggins said off-handedly. Then he must have recognized some expression on my face, for he laughed heartily. “Yes, Doctor, you are right in thinking that the work I did for Mr. Holmes was possibly the only ‘onest money I ever earned.” He stood. “Life ‘as an ‘abit of changing ‘orses on you, which is why it is your turn on the lookout. I’ve got to go to work. Is that my Jenny Lea?”
We swapped items and as Wiggins sipped his tea, I examined the telescope. It was a beautiful instrument.
“There’s no sign of any new ships, but that don’t surprise me none,” Wiggins continued. “Any ships under wind power would wait for the tide to ‘elp ‘em up-river.”
I lifted the telescope and looked out toward the river. It leapt close under the power of the lenses and I examined the clear details of a handful of docked vessels. None were the Andhra, of course.
“You sound as if you know where Holmes is,” I commented, lowering the telescope.
“Gone to find out about the ship, of course.”
“At four o’clock in the morning?”
“Mr. ‘olmes keeps ‘is own council. I just do as ‘e asks. It’s little enough. ‘e vouched for me when I applied for this position, you see.”
“And Miss Elizabeth gave you elocution lessons and taught you to read and write.”
“And my arithmetic,” Wiggins replied, unabashed. “Before that I could steal and spend two bob, but I didn’t ‘ave a clue ‘ow to add them together.” He took another sip of his tea and then spoke with perfect diction, his vowels an eerie echo of Elizabeth’s mellow tones. “Now I have a chance to do something with my life because I conform to the stereotype of a successful businessman. Only this way will I ever beat them at their own game.”
I looked him up and down. He was dressed in a city business suit and when using his “proper” voice, he did indeed look like a typical young clerk with good prospects. His plans had the hallmarks of Elizabeth’s original mind and mischievous sense of humor.
“Why did she do it?” I thought, unaware that I had spoken aloud until Wiggins answered, frowning.
“I don’t know. I occasionally wonder why she bothers at all. Sometimes, when we were being lazy or stubborn, Miss Elizabeth would get so hopping mad at us and lecture us about missed opportunities and the freedom to choose what we wanted to do….”
“Ah….” I breathed, for the answer had perhaps just registered its presence to me. Elizabeth had given a similar explanation to me, not all that long ago.
Wiggins shrugged. “Mostly, I think she likes us. And I know she liked my mother immensely. After she died, Miss Elizabeth more or less adopted little Elizabeth. She intervened with the child welfare officers, I know, although she never told me that, and arranged for us two to stay here together.”
“Yours sister is named for Miss Elizabeth, yes?”
“Yes.”
“You have known Elizabeth that long?”
“Mr. Holmes brought Elizabeth here after they had returned from the continent, and she stayed with us while he sorted out Moran.” Wiggins drained his cup. “I must dash. I’m supposed to start early today. See y’, Guv.” He grinned cheerfully and strode off across the roof, carrying his teacup, moving back to the roof access door.
I appropriated the cushion Wiggins had left behind and settled down with the expectation of a long, uneventful vigil. I was pleased to have some solitude with which to puzzle over all I had learnt since arising.
I basked under the pleasant early morning sunshine, and occasionally scanned the distant docks and incoming ships with the telescope, while I carried out my long-ingrained habit of noting down the facts and events that had occurred since my leaving Baker Street.
Young Elizabeth appeared an hour or so later, with some sandwiches for my breakfast.
Wiggins had surmised that the Andhra would wait for the tide, so I relaxed and enjoyed the peacefulness, aware that Holmes’ reappearance would signal the end of inactivity.
So I was much startled and perturbed when my sweeping examination of the docks revealed a small, old-fashioned sail ship making slow progress upriver, aided by a tug and favorable winds against the almost-slack tide. It was nearly noon and the summer sun was dazzling against the water. I had difficulty in making out the name. It wasn’t until she was tying up at the docks and lowering sail, which conveniently shaded the bows long enough for me to pick out the lettering, that I could confirm that she was, indeed, the Andhra we had been expecting.
Andhra’s Pride was battered and a fast ship despite her wind-powered limitations. She was also a ship very much in a hurry, for almost immediately the ropes were secured, men scurried over her, beginning the unloading process.
That haste put me in a quandary. Holmes had not returned and Wiggins was away. What was I to do?
Troubled, I climbed back down to the lower level of the house, searching for Elizabeth. The kitchen and all the public rooms I peered into were empty. I stood in the hall and listened with straining ears for noise of another occupant. The house was silent about me.
I tried calling, but it produced nothing.
Aware that no time must be lost in alerting Holmes, yet sensible to the need for stealth and observation, I frankly dithered—torn by my conflicting duties. Holmes had impressed upon me often enough my affinity for choosing the wrong course of action. Conscious of my procrastination, however, I forced myself to consider the priorities and make a decision.
Hastily I tore out a page from my notebook and scribbled a somewhat cryptic note that I hoped would be decipherable only to Holmes or young Elizabeth, informing them that Andhra’s Pride had docked, and that I was going to the docks to observe from a closer post and in that way be close enough to take appropriate action should the circumstances dictate it.
It was the best I thought I could do. No doubt Holmes would disagree, but for the moment I had to work alone. I dropped the note onto the work table in the kitchen, and left the house, closing and latching the door behind me.
•ï¡÷¡ï• •ï¡÷¡ï• •ï¡÷¡ï•
Closer inspection proved that the Andhra’s captain was indeed a man in a hurry. Activity in the vicinity of the wharf was frantic.
I found a station from which to observe, behind the inevitable pile of discarded, broken packing crates and debris that seems to litter all docks more or less permanently. During my journey down to the riverside, it appeared nothing more remarkable than cargo unloading had occurred.
The captain was overseeing the work himself. He stood upon the observation deck and encouraged the workers to better speed with curses, jeers, and sarcasm. He had the dark skin of a coastal Indian, although his clothing was quite westernized and he wore no turban. He was speaking, I guessed, an Indian dialect, for most of the dock workers were ethnic Indians themselves, to judge by the number of turbans and sweat-soaked cotton trousers and shirts. Occasionally the captain interspersed his curses with English variants for the benefit of the handful of non-Indian navvies.
The cargo being unloaded appeared to be mostly tea. The unmistakable tea chests were being manhandled without benefit of crane or tackle, which was already in use barely twenty yards away, where the new cargo sat. It was an untidy mountain of rough pine boxes of an odd assortment of sizes and dimensions. There were no commercial markings that I could discern through my two inch wide view of the activities. The block and tackle was being used to unload what was possibly the last wagon load of the cargo, two or three large and seemingly heavy crates.
The captain was using his own crew exclusively to handle the new cargo, for none of the local workers were allowed near it. I saw two fellows with initiative turned back when they approached with offers of help. It seemed an inefficient use of resources to me, especially if the Captain was as pressed for time as he appeared to be. With the help of the dock workers they could have the new cargo loaded in half the time.
Nearly two hours later, an officer—probably the Captains’ second, if the number of strips on his sleeve was a truthful guide—arrived. He was a tall fellow, but thin as a rake, white and weedy. He was accompanied by another of the infinite number of tea chests, this one perched on a trolley being pushed by one of the crew. I judged the chest was the second officer’s version of a sea chest, for I saw no other sign of baggage.
He was greeted with a hail from the captain, who hurried down onto the deck to greet the officer as he reached the top of the gangplank. They shook hands, speaking quietly, while the tea chest was bumped up on board, when the captain gave directions to the crewman, who disappeared below with it.
Both turned to view the cargo handling. Progress was apparently not to the second officer’s satisfaction either, for a scowl rapidly settled on his features, under the shadow of his peaked cap. He discussed it with the Captain.
Shortly the captain gave a shouted command and several of the senior crew members working on the new cargo rounded up a number of the dock workers—who had just begun to slow their pace as the last of the tea chests were unloaded—and took them over to the new cargo.
In a short time, the eclectic pile of crates began to disappear up the plank and into the ship.
I had very vague and general ideas about cargo handling gleaned from my short time travelling whilst in the army, but I had a feeling that the speed at which this ship had been unloaded and shortly would be fully loaded again was nothing short of miraculous. The dock workers must have been recruited with the promise of very generous bonuses to extract such efficient work from them.
The speed was deepening my predicament. If Holmes did not appear, or I had some other sign of impending action before the cargo was fully loaded, I would be forced to act on my own to stop the ship from leaving. Just how I would go about managing that, I had no idea at the time. I had some vague notion, I recall, of marching up the gangplank and pulling out my pistol and holding the captain at bay until help arrived.
Another problem was gnawing at my mind. Where was Moran? This was the ship upon which he was going to make his escape from England and it had every appearance of casting off and leaving as soon as the cargo was below decks. Would Moran, like Holmes, miss its departure? Or was he already below decks, having stolen aboard whilst I was making my way to the waterside?
And where was Holmes?
My vigil was disturbed by footsteps crunching in the dry grass that lay between me and the warehouses behind me. Startled, I turned, expecting to find either Holmes or Wiggins, or perhaps Gregson or Lestrade had arrived. Instead, the captain and two hefty-looking crew members moved to surround me where I perched on an upturned crate.
“Would you be so good as to accompany me aboard, good sir?” the captain asked, in adequate English.
Dismay flooded me. In my preoccupation over Holmes’ absence, I had lost concentration and missed seeing the captain had left his deck, and now I was truly in a bind.
I raised my hand to my forehead to shield my eyes against the lengthening sun. “What on earth for?” I asked, pretending bewilderment and a little belligerence. The thought occurred to me that perhaps my discovery would delay the ship’s departure a little, whilst the captain attempted to deal with me. It would lengthen matters if I were as uncooperative as possible.
“You have been spying on my ship, sir, for most of the afternoon. I wish to invite you aboard to discuss your reasons for this conduct.”
“Spying? Me? Now look, sir, that is preposterous. Why on earth would I wish to spy on a little boat?”
“That is what I and my second officer would like to know,” the captain replied quietly, not at all moved by my bluster.
“That’s damned silly. I have just been sitting here, minding my own business and enjoying the sunshine. This isn’t a private dock. I am free to come and go as I please.”
“Yes, I am aware that this is a public dock,” the captain said. His tone suggested that the fact was most inconvenient to him. “However, it is quite obvious that you have been watching my ship very carefully. You were sighted not long after we arrived and have been monitored all this afternoon. For a member of the general public you have a singularly deep interest in my ‘little boat’. Please, come aboard and let us talk about it.”
“I can’t, I am afraid. I have, in fact, an appointment elsewhere.” I pulled out my watch. “In fact I am already late—fell asleep in the sun—stupid of me, I know.”
The captain remained entirely unmoved by my reply. Stoically he repeated; “Please accompanying me on board, sir.”
“No.”
He sighed and waved a hand toward the crewman who stood closest to me. “Then, I am afraid my man here will have to shoot you.”
• Chapter Fourteen •
_________________________
•ï¡÷¡ï•
FORCED BY THE threat of bodily harm, I left my perch on the packing crate, and allowed myself to be led across the dock and up the gangplank of the ship, the captain and his armed crewman close behind me.
The second officer was on the main deck, watching the loading. He turned as we approached and his face sagged when he saw me. He let out a curse.
“A stranger, you said, Sarawan!” he snarled at the captain.
The voice told me what my eyes had not seen. Ten years in prison had not smoothed Moran’s tones. It had only deprived him of the flesh of easy living and sucked the mark of an outdoors-man from his skin. The excess skin lay in folds and creases about his frame, prematurely aging him. But the eyes were unchanged. They held the same hatred and venom I’d last seen in the empty house over a decade earlier.
The captain was puzzled. “So he is.”
“He is only Sherlock Holmes’ right hand man, by Christ!” Moran snarled. He looked at me. “The years have treated you kindly, Dr. Watson. As you can see, they have done very little for me.”
“One of the side benefits of being a criminal, I would suppose,” I remarked.
“Where is Sherlock Holmes?” he asked abruptly.
“I don’t know,” I replied, truthfully and without hesitation.
Moran chuckled. “Yes, I expected that answer, or one similar. You’re not going to force me to apply the tedious process of torture and question, are you Doctor?”
“That’s not necessary. I am telling the truth. I don’t know.”
Sarawan, the captain, spoke up. “He may not, Colonel. He’s been here all afternoon, alone.”
“It will be easy enough to find out,” Moran murmured, studying me. “It is not very complex information I am looking for, so I do not have to be careful how I go about extracting it. I can apply whatever messy and expendable process I believe will give me the answer soonest.”
“My answer would remain the same.”
“I beg to disagree, Doctor. With your medical knowledge, you should know the physiological effects sudden and overwhelming pain can have on a body. Now, if we were to apply mental pressure at the same time….” He looked me up and down thoughtfully. “As a doctor, you depend upon the use of your hands as an aid to diagnosis, and also as a writer of your damnable chronicles, too. What if we were, say, to cut off your right index finger and thumb? Or are you left handed? We could cut off both, perhaps. Have you ever tried to cope without that opposable digit, doctor? It is simply impossible to lift anything. Imagine going through life trying to cope without being able to pick things up. Your clothes, your food, your pen….”
The grisly discussion was quite disturbing in that scurrying, mercantile atmosphere. I controlled the shiver it gave me and tried to maintain my steady gaze. I remained silent. Moran would never believe I truly did not know where Holmes was, and it possibly would delay the ship’s departure even longer if I could let him think he might get a different answer with a little more effort.
But Sarawan was more concerned about his ship.
“Colonel, the cargo,” he interrupted quietly. “We cannot afford to delay.”
“This is more important, Sarawan. Take the doctor to my cabin.”
“But the arms!”
“Damn it, Sarawan, if Sherlock Holmes has plans to stop me leaving on this ship, then your revolution is going to go without its guns, too. Think on that. And take Watson below.”
I was roughly pushed down below decks and into a cabin that was quite large, and on a ship of that size an exorbitant waste of space. Moran’s tea chest sat in the corner, by the porthole. The cabin had been Sarawan’s until a short time ago. His compass , charts and navigation equipment lay scattered over the desk. The thick captain’s log rested as a paperweight on the last chart he had been using.
Moran turned to Sarawan. “Leave us. You see to the loading.”
Sarawan nodded, and hurried away, looking relieved.
The crewman was openly wielding the pistol, now we were in relative privacy. Moran waved him forward. “I am going to search his pockets. Keep it trained on him.”
Obediently, the crewman cocked the gun and pushed it up against my ear. The cold metal was sufficient to keep me totally immobile whilst Moran searched my clothing. He found, quite naturally, the gun. My other possessions were quite harmless, and he let them be. The gun he put in the desk drawer. He cleared the desk in one sweep of his arm, sending charts and the log across the floor.
“Put him in the chair,” Moran ordered, pulling the seat up close to the table.
I was pushed into the chair and the gun was brought to rest against my neck again. Moran crossed the cabin and delved into a locker. He extracted a flat black box, which he brought back to the desk. “Recognize it?” he asked me.
I did recognize its type. It was a first aid kit, a comprehensive all-encompassing kit that one would expect a responsible ocean-going captain to have available. Although the more esoteric items could vary from one to another, scalpels and blades were standard items.
Moran opened the lid and extracted the scalpel, then carefully fitted a new blade to it. His movements were slow and deliberate. “Please do tell me when to stop, doctor,” he told me.
“Why bother? You do not believe me.”
“I don’t believe the song you’re singing now. Let’s change your tune and see if I believe you then. Majah, his arm, please.”
The gun lifted from my skin and Majah grasped my right forearm and pinned it to the leather desk top. He put most of his body weight into the effort and I could no more shift my hand than I could fly.
Moran delicately separated my thumb and moved it away from my hand. I was powerless to slide it back. He looked at me with mock kindness. “Last chance, doctor. Do we operate?”
“Why bother, Moran? Doctor Watson has been telling you the simple truth.” It was Holmes’ voice.
Moran looked up, startled. “Well, well, so you were here all along, Mr. Holmes.” He nodded to Majah and the inexorable weight lifted from my arm. I gratefully slid my arm off the desk and swiveled around in the chair.
Majah had turned to point the gun at Holmes, who stood in the doorway dressed in his Indian costume, his dock worker’s gloves in one hand. Holmes pointed at Majah. “There’s no need for him. I have too much to lose by attempting anything foolish.”
Moran considered this. “All right. Majah, give me your gun and leave us.”
The crewman was obedient to the last. Without a murmur of protest he handed over the weapon and left the room, closing the door behind him.
The two opponents faced each other across the cabin.
“Your tan is dripping,” Moran remarked.
Holmes rubbed at the skin dye, which was washing away in the high summer heat. “It has served its purpose.” He pulled off the turban and wiped his face with it.
Moran rose and walked around the desk and sat down in the captain’s chair. “So, Mr. Holmes, despite my warning you have persisted in searching for me.”
“You took extraordinary measures to ensure I would not. That was your mistake. You should have left Elizabeth alone, Moran.”
“I think not. Look at you. I have both you and your companion under my control. I see no sign of reinforcements. You thought the police might foul your plans and now you are here, alone, and unmasked. I think it was a rather effective ploy, myself.”
“You are not out of England yet.”
“Mere details. Shall we negotiate face to face?”
“You have no room for negotiations, Moran. The police are on their way here, now. You do not think I would have foreseen this possibility and made arrangements against it? Even Watson had his own safety provisions. This ship has been watched from afar for as long as Watson was on the dock. As soon as you brought him aboard, the alarm went up. I give you mere minutes of freedom.”
Moran, with a chuckle, lined the revolver up on the tea-chest sitting innocently in the corner. He cocked it and aimed carefully, then looked toward Holmes as he pulled the trigger, watching for his reaction. The noise of the shot was loud in the enclosed room and I jumped despite myself. The shot drilled messily through the thin packing case.
Holmes appeared to remain completely unmoved, despite Moran instantly turning the revolver back upon him and re-cocking it with one quick, practiced motion of his thumb. If Moran had expected Holmes to show any appreciation for his marksmanship, he was disappointed. But I saw something that Moran would not notice beneath the faded remains of the stain: Holmes had turned quite pale. I saw him clench his hand to hide its tremor.
Moran smiled. “Another, Mr. Holmes? Or shall we make arrangements for my escape? I have one last shot at my disposal, for this is a dual firer. No?”
He turned with casual speed and fired into the tea-chest once again. This time, Holmes moved to launch himself at the man, but Moran instantly swung back around, lifting my own revolver from the desk drawer and leveling it at Holmes. Holmes halted, knowing as surely as I did that Moran needed very little excuse to fire upon Holmes himself.
“Surprise,” Moran said softly. “I have six more shots to use.”
“Then I suggest you use them, Moran, for that is the only way you will be able to leave this cabin alive.”
There was something in my friend’s tone that I could not fathom and I was quite at a loss to understand the definite note of doom I could sense in his words. An undercurrent was sweeping through the room and I was being left upon the shore. Moran understood, however. I could see it in his gloating face and triumphant smile.
It was then it happened. There was a loud explosion and the whole ship’s structure rose and fell in an uneven, terrifying heave and shudder beneath our feet. I recoiled violently and swung toward the port hole, hoping to see some evidence or explanation for the alarming explosion.
Moran, too, drew in a startled oath.
I turned my head back rapidly at the sound of his exclamation and was in time to see Holmes catapult himself at Moran, one hand pushing aside the arm holding the revolver, which had dropped away from Holmes’ direction as Moran had turned toward the port hole. My friend’s face was that of an implacable enemy bent on justified revenge.
Moran recovered swiftly from the distraction, but not quite swiftly enough to beat Holmes’ matchless speed and reflexes. The gun fell to the floor and they came together.
The competition was over very quickly. Moran was in poor condition after his restricted years in prison and Holmes, in addition to long years of experience and honed skills, was motivated by a powerful incentive.
As Moran’s fingers closed about his throat, Holmes brought from beneath his Indian’s costume a gold curved-bladed knife, which he plunged with one powerful stroke into Moran’s sternum, burying the blade to the hilt.
As soon as Moran crumpled to the deck, Holmes bent and placed a foot on the man’s chest beside the knife hilt and extracted it with one sharp tug. Then, with the bloody instrument poised to strike again if needed, he meticulously checked that all signs of life were gone, that Moran was indeed dead.
The callousness of the task painted for me the picture Elizabeth had once, in vain, tried to convey; the dangerous and ruthless savage that lay beneath their shell of civility, dormant until needed and called upon through threat of danger, or pain. Now I understood just how deep and fundamental that change had been.
Holmes moved rapidly across to the splintered tea-chest.
“Hurry Watson. Quickly now, all speed. We’ve got to get this lid off. Hurry man!”
He was applying the blade of the knife to the nail heads as he spoke and trying to prize off the lid. Bewildered, I hurried to obey. The lid had been loosely secured beneath four bent nails and between us we forced the nails aside and pried the lid up, splitting it into two in the process.
Holmes lifted the fragments and threw them across the decking. He looked down into the chest with a face that seemed feverish and for a moment I thought he might faint. He grasped the edge of the crate. “He’d already moved her!” he whispered hoarsely.
I stared down into the empty crate and studied the telltale blood stain on the coarse grain of the wood. The eddying undercurrents swirled back to pick me up and enlighten me. Holmes had thought Elizabeth was in the crate. The bloodstain told that she had indeed been a prisoner inside for a while, but no longer. Moran had moved her elsewhere.
Holmes had not known that.
I recalled his pallor when Moran had fired upon the chest and his remorseless words of doom that had followed the second shot. He had indeed suffered pain enough to awaken the savage.
The ship listed slightly. Holmes cross to the door and turned the key, locking it. There was a further, minor explosion out on the deck and the boat listed a little further, with a creak of strained beams. There were many cries and hoarse, panicked shouting, in foreign tongues.
“She could be somewhere in here,” Holmes said, looking about. He spotted the doors of a wardrobe and crossed to tug at the handles. He dug out his metal probes.
“Or anywhere else on the ship,” I pointed out.
“I have been watching this door since Moran came aboard. No one has left the cabin except him and the crewman who wheeled the chest in.” He began delicately picking the lock.
My attention was distracted by another insidious occurrence. My feet were wet. I looked down at them, alarmed.
“Holmes!”
He spared barely a glance at me.
“Holmes! There is water leaking in.”
“It is not leaking, Watson,” he replied.
“Not? Then what is this water doing here?”
He selected another probe. “Rising, I would assume. I suggest you stand on the other side of the cabin.”
I struggled up the tilting deck to the other side of the cabin, as he had suggested. “Holmes, it is getting higher.” It was across at least a quarter of the floor. “Where is it coming from, if the ship isn’t taking on water?”
Holmes lifted his head, his expression exasperated. “It is not leaking, Watson, because I did not make a mistake with those charges. The ship is sinking.” The ship gave another deep groan, adding its own emphasis to his forecast of doom.
I stared at him.
“You had better get out while you can, Watson,” he told me, turning back to the locks. “I will search the rest of the cabin.”
I was quite frozen to the spot. Nothing could have induced me to leave Holmes behind, even though I had no way of assisting. Nothing, that was, until Holmes spoke to me quietly;
“Go. There is no point in all of us dying together.”
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The ship sank beneath the surface as I was making my way from the cabin and I was sucked down into the water with it. I am a confident swimmer, so I allowed myself to be pulled deeper until I was free to strike for the surface.
I came up and looked around. The now racing tide had pulled me well out into the river. My coat and boots were weighing me down, so I swam slowly through the flotsam toward the dock. There appeared to be a large number of men on the dock, some wet, some dry, and there were still a few in the water, being helped up by those already ashore. It appeared the majority of people who were on board had made it safely onto land.
The police had arrived. There were a handful of bobbies taking down details in their notebooks and as I hauled myself up the pier, Lestrade crossed the dock to kneel and lend me a hand.
“Was Holmes aboard when she blew?” Lestrade asked me, lifting his voice above the babble behind him.
“Yes. How did you guess?”
“I got a telephone call from him this morning. He gave me the details about Moran, the hostel and this ship.”
I turned and scanned the lapping wavelets. Nothing. My beating heart was rapidly counting seconds ticking away—each second an eternity. The water remained undisturbed by human presence.
“Where is he?” Lestrade hissed, vocalizing my own worry.
Flotsam had been rising to the surface continually but now no more new rubbish appeared. The water became still.
“Damn it, where is he?” Lestrade muttered again.
It was too long.
I stripped off that repulsive coat and bent to remove my boots.
“Watson?” Lestrade asked.
“I am going back down there. He could be in trouble.” I stopped, needing my breath to work on the water-swollen boots. They finally came off.
Lestrade had turned away and whistled piercingly. He waved his arms and five men, three of them uniformed bobbies, ran toward him. They were barely within hailing distance when he began to dispense crisp orders in a decisive manner not at all like his usual laconic self. Then he touched my shoulder.
“I have a man here who’s good at underwater stuff, Watson. He’ll go.”
“Not fast enough,” I said shortly, standing up and moving toward the edge of the jetty.
“Let him go. You’re too tired—”
“Out of my way, Lestrade.”
“There he is!” The cry went up from further down the shore, from one of the policemen there. He was pointing down the river and we gazed out toward the middle of the flow where the man was directing us to look.
The distance was blurring my vision and to my eyes I could see only a small dark figure.
There was a splash as the underwater man dived in and began swimming strongly out toward the drifting figure. He reached it and slowly they began the return trip back. As they came closer I could see two distinct figures. Holmes, swimming alone, and the policeman, trailing.
Many willing hands reached down to help them up onto the dock.
Holmes hauled himself upright, water draining from him in rivulets, and faced us. “Your timing, Lestrade, as always, is immaculate.”
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Lestrade found us twenty minutes later, in a sun-warmed corner of the warehouse they had opened temporarily to shelter the cumbersome investigation of the sinking of the Andhra’s Pride and the illicit cargo of guns and ammunition.
“I have to ask just a few questions,” Lestrade said apologetically. “The details we can sort out later.”
“Of course,” I agreed. “What do you want to know?”
“Moran. He is dead?”
In my mind I recalled my picture of Moran, staggering and clutching the gold knife handle with its green gems. Staggering and falling. “Undoubtedly,” I answered.
“How did he die?” Lestrade asked.
I hesitated for a fractional moment, thinking my answer through. Holmes had killed Moran but with ample reason, so if I replied truthfully, it would not harm my friend. However, the legal complications that would ensue could tie Holmes up in official bureaucracy for many weeks.
I waved a hand toward the Thames and looked Lestrade in the eye. “The ship sank,” I replied levelly, carefully avoiding Holmes’ gaze. It was not really an answer at all, but was as close as I could stretch the truth toward an answer.
Lestrade nodded. “And why did the ship sink?” he asked.
“I don’t know,” I said instantly and quite truthfully. “There was an explosion, and the ship began to take on water. Actually, it simply fell apart.”
“An explosion? The ship was sunk deliberately? Who by?”
I looked at Holmes, troubled. “I do not know that it was deliberate,” I said slowly. “If it had been deliberately sunk, then it must have been one of us, mustn’t it? Yet we were both in the cabin with Moran when the explosion occurred.” I didn’t voice the rest of my thoughts. I knew it was not I who had deliberately set charges to sink the ship and thereby kill several quite innocent men. Holmes had by far the strongest reasons for an act such as this. I recalled his statement about not making a mistake with the charges.
“The Andhra was carrying a heavy illicit load of munitions, including gunpowder and explosives,” Holmes said, burying his hands deep into the pockets of his borrowed overcoat. “They were using naked candles in the holds. It would only take a very small mistake for a tragedy of this sort to happen.”
Lestrade nodded again. I could see he was not entirely happy about the mystery, but he accepted Holmes’ hypothesis of what may have happened. He was called away, then.
“Holmes, what of Elizabeth?” I asked him.
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“I looked in every corner or space in that cabin that could possibly hide a body. Elizabeth wasn’t there. Therefore I must infer that the tea chest came aboard empty. Moran was bluffing me and successfully, too.”
It was two days after the sinking of the Andhra. Those two days had been busy days, indeed. The police investigation had included a search of Sikmah’s hostel, which resulted in several arrests. Holmes and I both participated in these events.
Moran’s sister, Beatrice O’Connor, had been found and detained and I was witness to Holmes’ interview of her—an occasion I do not care to repeat. She had been abusive, hysterical and uncooperative.
Despite her circumlocutions, it became plain after weary hours of talk that hers had been the driving mind behind Moran’s revenge. Moran had, after ten years of continual persuasion, convinced his sister that she could be rid of him forever—relieved of her monthly duty visits and the disgrace to the family—if only she would help him escape and flee England.
Once her assistance was assured, he had given her the information necessary to revive the last remains of Moriarty’s network of criminals and Moran’s own circle of comrades, to call them in to help with her plans.
Finally, Moran had betrayed her, too. He had carefully hidden from her his plans for revenge. Elizabeth’s abduction was explained away as necessary and Moran had promised fervently she would be returned, unharmed, once he had left British waters.
Now we were back at Baker Street.
Lestrade, Gregson and Mycroft sat in the sitting room, considering Holmes’ words for a moment.
“We know she left the hostel,” Holmes continued, from his position by the hearth. “For the room Moran had occupied was quite empty when Watson and I searched it and your investigation and search this afternoon would have uncovered her if they had merely moved her to another room.”
Gregson spoke up. “My inspectors interviewed Sikmah thoroughly. He swears he doesn’t know where she is. I have to believe him.”
Holmes nodded. “He wanted Moran to move her out of his hostel. He was very anxious to disassociate himself from the abduction. I think we can believe him. He says Moran removed her early on Thursday evening, in the tea chest. My sentries confirmed that a tea chest left the hostel on the Thursday in the company of an Indian woman in native dress who left from the kitchen door.”
“Moran in disguise?” Lestrade hazarded.
“Undoubtedly. News of Watson’s disappearance panicked him completely. He assumed—correctly—that I was on to him and watching him, and took steps to escape undetected, almost as soon as the news filtered through.”
Mycroft tapped his cane head. “So we know she left the hostel in the chest. We also know she wasn’t brought aboard the ship. Moran’s sister swears in one breath that she is alive and in the next recants and states she is dead. She is of no help. We must find her ourselves.”
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When writing up Holmes’ cases for The Strand I would try to pick those that displayed Holmes’ unique, extraordinary powers of detection, or otherwise had strange or novel circumstances. Above all, I attempted to choose cases which came to successful, or at least definite, conclusions. There were exceptions to this habit, but they had overriding merits of their own.
In putting down the final act of Elizabeth’s story, I am aware that it would serve poorly indeed as material for The Strand. For despite all Holmes’ skills, he could not discover what had become of Elizabeth and the circumstances, far from being strange or novel, were depressingly grim. Too, there is no neat finish to this tale, but then, that is my fault.
There are only a few, painful incidents left for me to record. The first occurred several weeks after Moran’s death, as an early sign of autumn was whistling up the streets. I called in at Baker Street, as I had been almost daily, for any possible news of Elizabeth.
I found the house deserted on the lower floor. Upon climbing the stairs and knocking and entering, I discovered why. The tell-tale bottle sat upon the mantelshelf, and the shelf all around it had been cleared. Peppered upon the wall immediately behind the bottle were the gouges and cracks of plaster that showed where bullets had strayed.
Holmes sat in the far corner, his revolver dangling from a slack grip as he let his forearm fall from the chair.
I peered closely at the bottle. It was difficult to tell if the level had dropped for plaster dust covered the glass. “Holmes, you disappoint me,” I said, trying for a light tone that would not reveal how deeply disappointed I really was.
“Look again, Watson. It hasn’t been touched. Yet,” he added dryly.
I refrained from examining the bottle again and instead attempted to change the direction of the conversation. “Your aim is appalling.” I gestured towards the halo of chipped plaster about the bottle. “Elizabeth would have cracked the seal with one shot.” Then I winced mentally at my ineptitude.
Holmes looked at me with an expression that was at once exasperated and hurt. Then, without warning, he lifted the revolver and fired—barely without aim. The bottle shattered, sending liquid and glass fragments to the four winds. A fair proportion splattered my sleeve and jacket. Philosophically, I brushed it away.
Holmes threw himself up and on to his feet with an impatient flex of his knees. He dropped the gun onto the cushion he had vacated, whirled and stalked to the window. There he stood, silent for several long minutes as he observed the progress of traffic upon the street.
“I am sorry, Holmes….”
He shrugged, an elegant, barely seen movement.
Encouraged, I decided to pursue the issue.
“Holmes, I crossed paths with Lestrade today—”
“You waste your time, my friend,” Holmes replied.
“I do not understand.”
“I mean you waste your time on a fruitless mission, searching Lestrade out from the midst of those endless corridors at Scotland Yard.”
“I didn’t say that—”
“No, not in so many words.” Holmes turned to face me again. “I find your sudden lack of faith in my skills as a detective fascinating. After seventeen years of documenting my cases and publicly applauding my professionalism, you have suddenly taken it into your head that I am wrong. No only am I wrong, but two of the people whose careers I have consistently had to prop up are eminently correct.”
I could feel my indignation swelling. “It isn’t that at all, Holmes and you know it. I cannot understand your conclusions. Even I am convinced there is a strong possibility Elizabeth is still alive—”
“Because there is no body,” Holmes replied, his tone acrid.
“Yes! And the longer you delay your search—”
“Elizabeth is dead,” Holmes stated emphatically. “In all probability we will never find a body.”
“You do not know that.”
“I know!” His face was grim. “I have explained my reasoning to you ad nauseam. I refuse to pander to your imagination any longer, Watson. Do not raise the subject again. Not ever.”
But I could not leave it alone.
I found Mycroft at his club the next evening and mentally blessed him for his dependability at this point in time, when it seemed to me that the rest of my world had decayed and was crumbling away.
He was quite willing to hear me out and listened with the same absorbed concentration that his brother used with clients. He remained silent for long moments after I had finished my hesitant, confused monologue.
“For a man who has spent nearly twenty years working with my brother, you still remain surprisingly undisciplined in your thinking, Watson. Let me play devil’s advocate and summarize: Elizabeth has disappeared. The evidence shows she is either unable or unwilling to return. If she is unable to return, it is because she is either dead, or physically unable to manage it.
“Sherlock has determined that she is dead, but you do not believe him. You believe she is still alive and in need of our help.”
“Yes,” I agreed.
Mycroft smoked in silence for a second. “Let us discard all the evidence that points towards her death. I am sure Sherlock has demonstrated that proof with exhausting attention to detail.”
I winced at his description.
“Yes, I can see that he has. Let us deal, instead, with your hypothesis that she is alive and in need of our help. What proof can you offer?”
“Very little. That’s why I am here. Sherlock refuses to consider the possibility, and I haven’t his abilities for searching out clues. The major clue is, of course, the lack of a body.”
“Murderers have been convicted without a body before now,” Mycroft pointed out. “But you have a point. Has there been any sign of her existence since her disappearance?”
“Beatrice O’Connor swore she was alive.”
“I believe you must exclude the ravings of vengeful old ladies, Watson. Besides, Beatrice O’Connor was not in a position to know the truth. She was arrested in Scotland and it must have taken her at least twelve hours to get there. Those twelve hours include the vital hours covering Elizabeth’s disappearance.”
“Well, then, what of the proof that Elizabeth had been in the tea chest? Why, if Moran had killed her, would he drag proof of her captivity with him onto the ship?”
“Circular reasoning, Watson. Sherlock argued that it was to fulfill his need for revenge. Moran already knew he’d been seen leaving the hostel and possibly detected. Either she escaped, or he got rid of the body, then took the empty chest along with him to terrorize Sherlock. It doesn’t prove anything else.” Mycroft leaned forward. “And you overlook a fundamental clue, Watson. Elizabeth is clever and resourceful. She has proved on more than one occasion that she can overcome physical pain and discomfort that would immobilize any other man and fight her way back to safety. If, as you fear, she is hurt or injured or otherwise immobilized, why has it taken her so long to solve her problems and reach one of us?”
I sat, defeated. “Then she is dead.”
“That is not what I said,” Mycroft replied. “What of the other possibility?”
“Which other possibility?” I asked dully.
“That she is unwilling to return.”
“You do not seriously consider….” I trailed off, confounded.
“There is considerably more evidence in support of that than your theory, Watson. Take, for example, my argument a moment ago that she is resourceful and clever. She is as capable as Sherlock of seizing an opportunity and shaping it to her purposes. Elizabeth has had practical experience and example from Sherlock himself of how to feign one’s death and assume another identity.”
“Why did she leave the clue of the ship’s name for us to find then?”
“Because escape was not a possibility then. Death at Moran’s hand was more likely. Also, she probably wanted to show Sherlock where to find Moran.”
“And there is no body,” I added, bitterly.
Mycroft nodded. “And there is one more overwhelming piece of evidence in support of this theory. Sherlock is adamant she is dead. Unyielding to the point of obsession.”
“How is that proof?”
“My brother is not altogether witless, Watson. He would have considered this hypothesis himself. Given its validity, one is next forced to consider why Elizabeth might not wish to return. Given the range of possible answers, is it any wonder Sherlock has insisted so stubbornly that she is dead?”
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There is no fool like an old fool. My reaction to Mycroft’s theories was, I suspect, similar to Sherlock’s. After that initial period of blank rejection, however, I realized that he had not actually disagreed with me that Elizabeth was alive, but had merely offered another, more feasible explanation for her absence.
Yet I, the fool, could not leave it there. I unconsciously found myself avoiding Baker Street, while I worried this mystery. Like a dog with a bone and a sore tooth, I was snappy, irritable and barely human.
I was jolted out of my mood by an entirely unexpected letter from Persia. Sullah’s daughter, Tayisha, now twenty-one and graduated from college, was to be married in London the next spring. Sullah would not be making the journey. Would I, as his representative, give the bride away?
I grasped at the ideas Sullah’s letter had given me, exactly like a drowning man would grasp at straws, and drew myself out of the morass with the aid of newborn hope.
I couldn’t leave London without at least notifying Sherlock Holmes, no matter how strained the friendship had become…or that is what I told myself. Accordingly, I found myself at Baker Street one evening.
Holmes appeared to be completely unmoved by the news of my plans. I had hoped that the reminder of his travels would have stirred him. “Go,” he said irritably. “Go if you must.”
“I must,” I said firmly. “I know it will upset a number of plans, but I must go. Will you be good enough to notify The Strand for me, Holmes?”
He sat up a little straighter. “Why?”
“There are two stories due….” I began to explain, but Holmes waved a languid hand of dismissal.
“Don’t trouble yourself,” he said. “I will write them.”
“You?” My voice must have been thick with disbelief, for the look Holmes sent me was hard, yet I thought I saw a glimmer of humor in it, too.
“Yes, me. What is so extraordinary about that? I’ve always disliked the way you flood the tales with drama, so I will relieve you of the burden and write them as they should be written—as a proper treatise on scientific deduction.”
“In that case, I bid you goodnight,” I said coolly, picking up my hat and overcoat.
“Good night,” Holmes answered absently, already turning back to the fire and his pipe.
That was the last time I ever saw Holmes in the old Baker Street rooms and I was never again to write up any of Holmes’ adventures for The Strand.
Recklessly, I withdrew all my liquid funds and undertook the long, expensive journey to Mashhad with the minimum of preparation or delay. I was buoyed up by my hopes and delay would have been unbearable. I even forgot to warn Sullah I was coming and was forced to dash off a telegram from Teheran with the time of my arrival in Mashhad. Here I was delayed, somewhat, by the lag of modern technology. I was forced to hire a guide and horses to travel with me to Mashhad, for neither train nor carriage was to be had. I was acquainted with a small portion of my foolishness within five minutes of sitting in the saddle…I hadn’t sat upon a horse since my army days.
Nevertheless, I persevered, consoled by the thought of comfort upon my arrival.
On the last day out from Mashhad, we were approached by a number of horsemen and my guide muttered uneasily in his native tongue. “Be cautious,” he added to me.
I nodded. As was the custom in those parts, we halted and waited for the larger party to pass by. But it slowed as it approached, sending alarm through me. The lead horses were only ten yards away when a shout went up. “Watson! Hello!”
It was Sullah.
They had been on the road two days, hoping to intercept me and save me the difficulties of negotiating transit from Mashhad to Sullah’s home. Having found us, the small party of men stopped where they were and set up a fire to boil water for tea. I had developed a liking for the strong minty beverage and I was more than happy to alight and sit for a while.
All my delight at meeting Sullah faded, however, as I watched him dismount, helped by two strong men. He negotiated his way to the camp stool they had set up for him by my side, his walking sticks taking most of his weight.
I had failed to hide my dismay.
“It happens to all of us, eventually, doctor. You should understand that better than I,” Sullah chided me, seating himself slowly and carefully.
“Yes, but it still affects me when I see it in old friends, especially those I expected to outlast me.”
Sullah laughed and it was still the same belly-shaking roar.
“So why have you come so far and at such haste?” he asked.
“I am replying to your letter in person,” I replied. An appalling consideration had struck me. Did Sullah know about Elizabeth’s disappearance? It was not the sort of news one gave within seconds of greeting the other.
But Sullah was examining me with his perceptive, wise eyes. So I fell to a half truth. “I needed a holiday, too.”
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We were at Sullah’s home before I found the privacy and the moment to break the news, if news it was, to Sullah. He had not mentioned either Holmes or Elizabeth throughout our short journey and I wondered if that was because the majority of his household still believed Holmes was a Norwegian called Sigerson.
So I held my tongue. On the first day after our arrival, however, I got my chance.
Sullah found me at sunset, sitting on a flat rock, facing east. “Holmes used to sit there contemplating Tibet from afar.”
I nodded. “I guessed it was this one.”
Sullah gathered his sticks in one hand and lowered himself to the rock. “You’re troubled.”
“I came to talk to you of Elizabeth, Sullah. But I do not know how to break the news.”
He sighed. “There is no need. I know. Tayisha wrote to me.”
“Is that why you have avoided mentioning their names for two days?”
“Partly. And I sense, old friend, that they are very much on your mind. If you are truly here for rest, then it would be an unkindness for me to stir the memories.” But I heard a note of query in his tone.
I had come thousands of miles to explain myself and ask the question that Sullah was giving me the opportunity to ask. Yet it took all my self-will to state it aloud. I hesitated. Finally I jumped in with both feet and bad grammar, letting it tumble out how it would, from the beginning; Beatrice O’Connor, Moran, the child Elizabeth and Wiggins, Elizabeth’s tutelage and admonition of lost opportunities, Holmes’ failure. And finally, my new hopes:
“She was happiest here—where she had perfect freedom. It was important to her. I suspect, in the end, more important than Holmes was to her. I thought…if she were still alive, she would return here.”
After a long moment, Sullah said softly; “Perhaps. If she were alive.”
“Then she hasn’t.”
Sullah remained silent.
I studied him. “Your first loyalty is to Elizabeth, of course,” I said slowly.
“Someone must watch out for her.”
“I thought I was.”
Sullah gazed at the ground for a long moment. Finally he spoke softly and with pure kindness. “I believed your loyalty was to Holmes.”
“It was. It is.”
“Then why are you here, my friend? Holmes believes her dead. Have his skills deteriorated to the point where you no longer trust him as you once did?”
I could find no answer to this.
“What if he needs you? You are here, on a mission which could only bring hurt to both of you, no matter what its outcome. A friend does not do this thing.”
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I searched out Sullah tonight after evening prayers and gave him a copy of this chronicle. “You can consider it yours, Sullah,” I explained. “But if ever….”
Sullah nodded. “I understand.”
We said our good-byes then, for neither of us pretended that Sullah would ever make the trip to England again. I didn’t need to call on my medical skills to know that he would barely last the year out. Sullah is aware of his body’s betrayal, but he has made his peace.
I, too, intend to make mine. Tomorrow I am going home.
J.H. Watson, M.D.
Mashhad, Persia
March, 1904
• Footnote •
_________________________
•ï¡÷¡ï•
IT IS A MATTER of record that Sherlock Holmes wrote two stories for The Strand magazine, and they were among the last cases ever published. The stories that followed were written by Watson, but they were all reports on earlier cases.
Shortly after Holmes wrote his stories for The Strand, he retired to the Sussex Downs to study bees. The year was 1903.
The friendship between Watson and Holmes was restored, although it probably never regained its old glory. However, it worked well enough for the two to operate together on the eve of World War I to outwit and defeat Von Bork, a spy from the German Emperor’s army.
When hostilities between England and Germany became formal, Watson returned to his old regiment, the Fifth Northumberland Fusiliers. No records exist of Sherlock Holmes’ war service, but given his talents it is probably a safe assumption that his work was solitary, covert and exemplary.
However, that is another story….
More of Sherlock Holmes by Tracy Cooper-Posey
It is 1917 and the Great War has been raging for three long years.
Mycroft Holmes grows suspicious of one of his agents in
When Mycroft is shot and left for dead, Holmes is forced to
So begins Holmes’ reluctant return to the
Look for The Case of the Reluctant Agent—available soon!
• The Final Problem •
_________________________
•ï¡÷¡ï•
By Sir Arthur Conan Doyle
IT IS WITH a heavy heart that I take up my pen to write these the last words in which I shall ever record the singular gifts by which my friend Mr. Sherlock Holmes was distinguished. In an incoherent and, as I deeply feel, an entirely inadequate fashion, I have endeavored to give some account of my strange experiences in his company from the chance which first brought us together at the period of the “Study in Scarlet,” up to the time of his interference in the matter of the “Naval Treaty”—an interference which had the unquestionable effect of preventing a serious international complication. It was my intention to have stopped there, and to have said nothing of that event which has created a void in my life which the lapse of two years has done little to fill. My hand has been forced, however, by the recent letters in which Colonel James Moriarty defends the memory of his brother, and I have no choice but to lay the facts before the public exactly as they occurred. I alone know the absolute truth of the matter, and I am satisfied that the time has come when no good purpose is to be served by its suppression. As far as I know, there have been only three accounts in the public press: that in the Journal de Geneve on May 6th, 1891, the Reuter’s despatch in the English papers on May 7th, and finally the recent letter to which I have alluded. Of these the first and second were extremely condensed, while the last is, as I shall now show, an absolute perversion of the facts. It lies with me to tell for the first time what really took place between Professor Moriarty and Mr. Sherlock Holmes.
It may be remembered that after my marriage, and my subsequent start in private practice, the very intimate relations which had existed between Holmes and myself became to some extent modified. He still came to me from time to time when he desired a companion in his investigation, but these occasions grew more and more seldom, until I find that in the year 1890 there were only three cases of which I retain any record. During the winter of that year and the early spring of 1891, I saw in the papers that he had been engaged by the French government upon a matter of supreme importance, and I received two notes from Holmes, dated from Narbonne and from Nimes, from which I gathered that his stay in France was likely to be a long one. It was with some surprise, therefore, that I saw him walk into my consulting-room upon the evening of April 24th. It struck me that he was looking even paler and thinner than usual.
“Yes, I have been using myself up rather too freely,” he remarked, in answer to my look rather than to my words; “I have been a little pressed of late. Have you any objection to my closing your shutters?”
The only light in the room came from the lamp upon the table at which I had been reading. Holmes edged his way round the wall and flinging the shutters together, he bolted them securely.
“You are afraid of something?” I asked.
“Well, I am.”
“Of what?”
“Of air-guns.”
“My dear Holmes, what do you mean?”
“I think that you know me well enough, Watson, to understand that I am by no means a nervous man. At the same time, it is stupidity rather than courage to refuse to recognize danger when it is close upon you. Might I trouble you for a match?” He drew in the smoke of his cigarette as if the soothing influence was grateful to him.
“I must apologize for calling so late,” said he, “and I must further beg you to be so unconventional as to allow me to leave your house presently by scrambling over your back garden wall.”
“But what does it all mean?” I asked.
He held out his hand, and I saw in the light of the lamp that two of his knuckles were burst and bleeding.
“It is not an airy nothing, you see,” said he, smiling. “On the contrary, it is solid enough for a man to break his hand over. Is Mrs. Watson in?”
“She is away upon a visit.”
“Indeed! You are alone?”
“Quite.”
“Then it makes it the easier for me to propose that you should come away with me for a week to the Continent.”
“Where?”
“Oh, anywhere. It’s all the same to me.”
There was something very strange in all this. It was not Holmes’s nature to take an aimless holiday, and something about his pale, worn face told me that his nerves were at their highest tension. He saw the question in my eyes, and, putting his finger-tips together and his elbows upon his knees, he explained the situation.
“You have probably never heard of Professor Moriarty?” said he.
“Never.”
“Aye, there’s the genius and the wonder of the thing!” he cried. “The man pervades London, and no one has heard of him. That’s what puts him on a pinnacle in the records of crime. I tell you, Watson, in all seriousness, that if I could beat that man, if I could free society of him, I should feel that my own career had reached its summit, and I should be prepared to turn to some more placid line in life. Between ourselves, the recent cases in which I have been of assistance to the royal family of Scandinavia, and to the French republic, have left me in such a position that I could continue to live in the quiet fashion which is most congenial to me, and to concentrate my attention upon my chemical researches. But I could not rest, Watson, I could not sit quiet in my chair, if I thought that such a man as Professor Moriarty were walking the streets of London unchallenged.”
“What has he done, then?”
“His career has been an extraordinary one. He is a man of good birth and excellent education, endowed by nature with a phenomenal mathematical faculty. At the age of twenty-one he wrote a treatise upon the Binomial Theorem, which has had a European vogue. On the strength of it he won the Mathematical Chair at one of our smaller universities, and had, to all appearances, a most brilliant career before him. But the man had hereditary tendencies of the most diabolical kind. A criminal strain ran in his blood, which, instead of being modified, was increased and rendered infinitely more dangerous by his extraordinary mental powers. Dark rumors gathered round him in the university town, and eventually he was compelled to resign his chair and to come down to London, where he set up as an army coach. So much is known to the world, but what I am telling you now is what I have myself discovered.
“As you are aware, Watson, there is no one who knows the higher criminal world of London so well as I do. For years past I have continually been conscious of some power behind the malefactor, some deep organizing power which forever stands in the way of the law, and throws its shield over the wrong-doer. Again and again in cases of the most varying sorts—forgery cases, robberies, murders—I have felt the presence of this force, and I have deduced its action in many of those undiscovered crimes in which I have not been personally consulted. For years I have endeavored to break through the veil which shrouded it, and at last the time came when I seized my thread and followed it, until it led me, after a thousand cunning windings, to ex-Professor Moriarty of mathematical celebrity.
“He is the Napoleon of crime, Watson. He is the organizer of half that is evil and of nearly all that is undetected in this great city. He is a genius, a philosopher, an abstract thinker. He has a brain of the first order. He sits motionless, like a spider in the center of its web, but that web has a thousand radiations, and he knows well every quiver of each of them. He does little himself. He only plans. But his agents are numerous and splendidly organized. Is there a crime to be done, a paper to be abstracted, we will say, a house to be rifled, a man to be removed—the word is passed to the Professor, the matter is organized and carried out. The agent may be caught. In that case money is found for his bail or his defence. But the central power which uses the agent is never caught—never so much as suspected. This was the organization which I deduced, Watson, and which I devoted my whole energy to exposing and breaking up.
“But the Professor was fenced round with safeguards so cunningly devised that, do what I would, it seemed impossible to get evidence which would convict in a court of law. You know my powers, my dear Watson, and yet at the end of three months I was forced to confess that I had at last met an antagonist who was my intellectual equal. My horror at his crimes was lost in my admiration at his skill. But at last he made a trip—only a little, little trip—but it was more than he could afford when I was so close upon him. I had my chance, and, starting from that point, I have woven my net round him until now it is all ready to close. In three days—that is to say, on Monday next—matters will be ripe, and the Professor, with all the principal members of his gang, will be in the hands of the police. Then will come the greatest criminal trial of the century, the clearing up of over forty mysteries, and the rope for all of them; but if we move at all prematurely, you understand, they may slip out of our hands even at the last moment.
“Now, if I could have done this without the knowledge of Professor Moriarty, all would have been well. But he was too wily for that. He saw every step which I took to draw my toils round him. Again and again he strove to break away, but I as often headed him off. I tell you, my friend, that if a detailed account of that silent contest could be written, it would take its place as the most brilliant bit of thrust-and-parry work in the history of detection. Never have I risen to such a height, and never have I been so hard pressed by an opponent. He cut deep, and yet I just undercut him. This morning the last steps were taken, and three days only were wanted to complete the business. I was sitting in my room thinking the matter over, when the door opened and Professor Moriarty stood before me.
“My nerves are fairly proof, Watson, but I must confess to a start when I saw the very man who had been so much in my thoughts standing there on my threshold. His appearance was quite familiar to me. He is extremely tall and thin, his forehead domes out in a white curve, and his two eyes are deeply sunken in his head. He is clean-shaven, pale, and ascetic-looking, retaining something of the professor in his features. His shoulders are rounded from much study, and his face protrudes forward, and is forever slowly oscillating from side to side in a curiously reptilian fashion. He peered at me with great curiosity in his puckered eyes.
“‘You have less frontal development than I should have expected,’ said he, at last. ‘It is a dangerous habit to finger loaded firearms in the pocket of one’s dressing-gown.’
“The fact is that upon his entrance I had instantly recognized the extreme personal danger in which I lay. The only conceivable escape for him lay in silencing my tongue. In an instant I had slipped the revolver from the drawer into my pocket, and was covering him through the cloth. At his remark I drew the weapon out and laid it cocked upon the table. He still smiled and blinked, but there was something about his eyes which made me feel very glad that I had it there.
“‘You evidently don’t know me,’ said he.
“‘On the contrary,’ I answered, ‘I think it is fairly evident that I do. Pray take a chair. I can spare you five minutes if you have anything to say.’
“‘All that I have to say has already crossed your mind,’ said he.
“‘Then possibly my answer has crossed yours,’ I replied.
“‘You stand fast?’
“‘Absolutely.’
“He clapped his hand into his pocket, and I raised the pistol from the table. But he merely drew out a memorandum-book in which he had scribbled some dates.
“‘You crossed my path on the 4th of January,’ said he. ‘On the 23d you incommoded me; by the middle of February I was seriously inconvenienced by you; at the end of March I was absolutely hampered in my plans; and now, at the close of April, I find myself placed in such a position through your continual persecution that I am in positive danger of losing my liberty. The situation is becoming an impossible one.’
“‘Have you any suggestion to make?’ I asked.
“‘You must drop it, Mr. Holmes,’ said he, swaying his face about. ‘You really must, you know.’
“‘After Monday,’ said I.
“‘Tut, tut,’ said he. ‘I am quite sure that a man of your intelligence will see that there can be but one outcome to this affair. It is necessary that you should withdraw. You have worked things in such a fashion that we have only one resource left. It has been an intellectual treat to me to see the way in which you have grappled with this affair, and I say, unaffectedly, that it would be a grief to me to be forced to take any extreme measure. You smile, sir, but I assure you that it really would.’
“‘Danger is part of my trade,’ I remarked.
“‘That is not danger,’ said he. ‘It is inevitable destruction. You stand in the way not merely of an individual, but of a mighty organization, the full extent of which you, with all your cleverness, have been unable to realize. You must stand clear, Mr. Holmes, or be trodden under foot.’
“‘I am afraid,’ said I, rising, ‘that in the pleasure of this conversation I am neglecting business of importance which awaits me elsewhere.’
“He rose also and looked at me in silence, shaking his head sadly.
“‘Well, well,’ said he, at last. ‘It seems a pity, but I have done what I could. I know every move of your game. You can do nothing before Monday. It has been a duel between you and me, Mr. Holmes. You hope to place me in the dock. I tell you that I will never stand in the dock. You hope to beat me. I tell you that you will never beat me. If you are clever enough to bring destruction upon me, rest assured that I shall do as much to you.’
“‘You have paid me several compliments, Mr. Moriarty,’ said I. ‘Let me pay you one in return when I say that if I were assured of the former eventuality I would, in the interests of the public, cheerfully accept the latter.’
“‘I can promise you the one, but not the other,’ he snarled, and so turned his rounded back upon me, and went peering and blinking out of the room.
“That was my singular interview with Professor Moriarty. I confess that it left an unpleasant effect upon my mind. His soft, precise fashion of speech leaves a conviction of sincerity which a mere bully could not produce. Of course, you will say: ‘Why not take police precautions against him?’ the reason is that I am well convinced that it is from his agents the blow will fall. I have the best proofs that it would be so.”
“You have already been assaulted?”
“My dear Watson, Professor Moriarty is not a man who lets the grass grow under his feet. I went out about mid-day to transact some business in Oxford Street. As I passed the corner which leads from Bentinck Street on to the Welbeck Street crossing a two-horse van furiously driven whizzed round and was on me like a flash. I sprang for the foot-path and saved myself by the fraction of a second. The van dashed round by Marylebone Lane and was gone in an instant. I kept to the pavement after that, Watson, but as I walked down Vere Street a brick came down from the roof of one of the houses, and was shattered to fragments at my feet. I called the police and had the place examined. There were slates and bricks piled up on the roof preparatory to some repairs, and they would have me believe that the wind had toppled over one of these. Of course I knew better, but I could prove nothing. I took a cab after that and reached my brother’s rooms in Pall Mall, where I spent the day. Now I have come round to you, and on my way I was attacked by a rough with a bludgeon. I knocked him down, and the police have him in custody; but I can tell you with the most absolute confidence that no possible connection will ever be traced between the gentleman upon whose front teeth I have barked my knuckles and the retiring mathematical coach, who is, I dare say, working out problems upon a black-board ten miles away. You will not wonder, Watson, that my first act on entering your rooms was to close your shutters, and that I have been compelled to ask your permission to leave the house by some less conspicuous exit than the front door.”
I had often admired my friend’s courage, but never more than now, as he sat quietly checking off a series of incidents which must have combined to make up a day of horror.
“You will spend the night here?” I said.
“No, my friend, you might find me a dangerous guest. I have my plans laid, and all will be well. Matters have gone so far now that they can move without my help as far as the arrest goes, though my presence is necessary for a conviction. It is obvious, therefore, that I cannot do better than get away for the few days which remain before the police are at liberty to act. It would be a great pleasure to me, therefore, if you could come on to the Continent with me.”
“The practice is quiet,” said I, “and I have an accommodating neighbor. I should be glad to come.”
“And to start to-morrow morning?”
“If necessary.”
“Oh yes, it is most necessary. Then these are your instructions, and I beg, my dear Watson, that you will obey them to the letter, for you are now playing a double-handed game with me against the cleverest rogue and the most powerful syndicate of criminals in Europe. Now listen! You will dispatch whatever luggage you intend to take by a trusty messenger unaddressed to Victoria to-night. In the morning you will send for a hansom, desiring your man to take neither the first nor the second which may present itself. Into this hansom you will jump, and you will drive to the Strand end of the Lowther Arcade, handing the address to the cabman upon a slip of paper, with a request that he will not throw it away. Have your fare ready, and the instant that your cab stops, dash through the Arcade, timing yourself to reach the other side at a quarter-past nine. You will find a small brougham waiting close to the curb, driven by a fellow with a heavy black cloak tipped at the collar with red. Into this you will step, and you will reach Victoria in time for the Continental express.”
“Where shall I meet you?”
“At the station. The second first-class carriage from the front will be reserved for us.”
“The carriage is our rendezvous, then?”
“Yes.”
It was in vain that I asked Holmes to remain for the evening. It was evident to me that he thought he might bring trouble to the roof he was under, and that that was the motive which impelled him to go. With a few hurried words as to our plans for the morrow he rose and came out with me into the garden, clambering over the wall which leads into Mortimer Street, and immediately whistling for a hansom, in which I heard him drive away.
In the morning I obeyed Holmes’s injunctions to the letter. A hansom was procured with such precaution as would prevent its being one which was placed ready for us, and I drove immediately after breakfast to the Lowther Arcade, through which I hurried at the top of my speed. A brougham was waiting with a very massive driver wrapped in a dark cloak, who, the instant that I had stepped in, whipped up the horse and rattled off to Victoria Station. On my alighting there he turned the carriage, and dashed away again without so much as a look in my direction.
So far all had gone admirably. My luggage was waiting for me, and I had no difficulty in finding the carriage which Holmes had indicated, the less so as it was the only one in the train which was marked “Engaged.” My only source of anxiety now was the non-appearance of Holmes. The station clock marked only seven minutes from the time when we were due to start. In vain I searched among the groups of travellers and leave-takers for the lithe figure of my friend. There was no sign of him. I spent a few minutes in assisting a venerable Italian priest, who was endeavoring to make a porter understand, in his broken English, that his luggage was to be booked through to Paris. Then, having taken another look round, I returned to my carriage, where I found that the porter, in spite of the ticket, had given me my decrepit Italian friend as a traveling companion. It was useless for me to explain to him that his presence was an intrusion, for my Italian was even more limited than his English, so I shrugged my shoulders resignedly, and continued to look out anxiously for my friend. A chill of fear had come over me, as I thought that his absence might mean that some blow had fallen during the night. Already the doors had all been shut and the whistle blown, when—
“My dear Watson,” said a voice, “you have not even condescended to say good-morning.”
I turned in uncontrollable astonishment. The aged ecclesiastic had turned his face towards me. For an instant the wrinkles were smoothed away, the nose drew away from the chin, the lower lip ceased to protrude and the mouth to mumble, the dull eyes regained their fire, the drooping figure expanded. The next the whole frame collapsed again, and Holmes had gone as quickly as he had come.
“Good heavens!” I cried; “how you startled me!”
“Every precaution is still necessary,” he whispered. “I have reason to think that they are hot upon our trail. Ah, there is Moriarty himself.”
The train had already begun to move as Holmes spoke. Glancing back, I saw a tall man pushing his way furiously through the crowd, and waving his hand as if he desired to have the train stopped. It was too late, however, for we were rapidly gathering momentum, and an instant later had shot clear of the station.
“With all our precautions, you see that we have cut it rather fine,” said Holmes, laughing. He rose, and throwing off the black cassock and hat which had formed his disguise, he packed them away in a hand-bag.
“Have you seen the morning paper, Watson?”
“No.”
“You haven’t’ seen about Baker Street, then?”
“Baker Street?”
“They set fire to our rooms last night. No great harm was done.”
“Good heavens, Holmes! this is intolerable.”
“They must have lost my track completely after their bludgeon-man was arrested. Otherwise they could not have imagined that I had returned to my rooms. They have evidently taken the precaution of watching you, however, and that is what has brought Moriarty to Victoria. You could not have made any slip in coming?”
“I did exactly what you advised.”
“Did you find your brougham?”
“Yes, it was waiting.”
“Did you recognize your coachman?”
“No.”
“It was my brother Mycroft. It is an advantage to get about in such a case without taking a mercenary into your confidence. But we must plan what we are to do about Moriarty now.”
“As this is an express, and as the boat runs in connection with it, I should think we have shaken him off very effectively.”
“My dear Watson, you evidently did not realize my meaning when I said that this man may be taken as being quite on the same intellectual plane as myself. You do not imagine that if I were the pursuer I should allow myself to be baffled by so slight an obstacle. Why, then, should you think so meanly of him?”
“What will he do?”
“What I should do?”
“What would you do, then?”
“Engage a special.”
“But it must be late.”
“By no means. This train stops at Canterbury; and there is always at least a quarter of an hour’s delay at the boat. He will catch us there.”
“One would think that we were the criminals. Let us have him arrested on his arrival.”
“It would be to ruin the work of three months. We should get the big fish, but the smaller would dart right and left out of the net. On Monday we should have them all. No, an arrest is inadmissible.”
“What then?”
“We shall get out at Canterbury.”
“And then?”
“Well, then we must make a cross-country journey to Newhaven, and so over to Dieppe. Moriarty will again do what I should do. He will get on to Paris, mark down our luggage, and wait for two days at the depot. In the meantime we shall treat ourselves to a couple of carpet-bags, encourage the manufactures of the countries through which we travel, and make our way at our leisure into Switzerland, via Luxembourg and Basle.”
At Canterbury, therefore, we alighted, only to find that we should have to wait an hour before we could get a train to Newhaven.
I was still looking rather ruefully after the rapidly disappearing luggage-van which contained my wardrobe, when Holmes pulled my sleeve and pointed up the line.
“Already, you see,” said he.
Far away, from among the Kentish woods there rose a thin spray of smoke. A minute later a carriage and engine could be seen flying along the open curve which leads to the station. We had hardly time to take our place behind a pile of luggage when it passed with a rattle and a roar, beating a blast of hot air into our faces.
“There he goes,” said Holmes, as we watched the carriage swing and rock over the points. “There are limits, you see, to our friend’s intelligence. It would have been a coup-de-maitre had he deduced what I would deduce and acted accordingly.”
“And what would he have done had he overtaken us?”
“There cannot be the least doubt that he would have made a murderous attack upon me. It is, however, a game at which two may play. The question now is whether we should take a premature lunch here, or run our chance of starving before we reach the buffet at Newhaven.”
We made our way to Brussels that night and spent two days there, moving on upon the third day as far as Strasburg. On the Monday morning Holmes had telegraphed to the London police, and in the evening we found a reply waiting for us at our hotel. Holmes tore it open, and then with a bitter curse hurled it into the grate.
“I might have known it!” he groaned. “He has escaped!”
“Moriarty?”
“They have secured the whole gang with the exception of him. He has given them the slip. Of course, when I had left the country there was no one to cope with him. But I did think that I had put the game in their hands. I think that you had better return to England, Watson.”
“Why?”
“Because you will find me a dangerous companion now. This man’s occupation is gone. He is lost if he returns to London. If I read his character right he will devote his whole energies to revenging himself upon me. He said as much in our short interview, and I fancy that he meant it. I should certainly recommend you to return to your practice.”
It was hardly an appeal to be successful with one who was an old campaigner as well as an old friend. We sat in the Strasburg salle-à-manger arguing the question for half an hour, but the same night we had resumed our journey and were well on our way to Geneva.
For a charming week we wandered up the Valley of the Rhone, and then, branching off at Leuk, we made our way over the Gemmi Pass, still deep in snow, and so, by way of Interlaken, to Meiringen. It was a lovely trip, the dainty green of the spring below, the virgin white of the winter above; but it was clear to me that never for one instant did Holmes forget the shadow which lay across him. In the homely Alpine villages or in the lonely mountain passes, I could tell by his quick glancing eyes and his sharp scrutiny of every face that passed us, that he was well convinced that, walk where we would, we could not walk ourselves clear of the danger which was dogging our footsteps.
Once, I remember, as we passed over the Gemmi, and walked along the border of the melancholy Daubensee, a large rock which had been dislodged from the ridge upon our right clattered down and roared into the lake behind us. In an instant Holmes had raced up on to the ridge, and, standing upon a lofty pinnacle, craned his neck in every direction. It was in vain that our guide assured him that a fall of stones was a common chance in the spring-time at that spot. He said nothing, but he smiled at me with the air of a man who sees the fulfillment of that which he had expected.
And yet for all his watchfulness he was never depressed. On the contrary, I can never recollect having seen him in such exuberant spirits. Again and again he recurred to the fact that if he could be assured that society was freed from Professor Moriarty he would cheerfully bring his own career to a conclusion.
“I think that I may go so far as to say, Watson, that I have not lived wholly in vain,” he remarked. “If my record were closed to-night I could still survey it with equanimity. The air of London is the sweeter for my presence. In over a thousand cases I am not aware that I have ever used my powers upon the wrong side. Of late I have been tempted to look into the problems furnished by nature rather than those more superficial ones for which our artificial state of society is responsible. Your memoirs will draw to an end, Watson, upon the day that I crown my career by the capture or extinction of the most dangerous and capable criminal in Europe.”
I shall be brief, and yet exact, in the little which remains for me to tell. It is not a subject on which I would willingly dwell, and yet I am conscious that a duty devolves upon me to omit no detail.
It was on the 3d of May that we reached the little village of Meiringen, where we put up at the Englischer Hof, then kept by Peter Steiler the elder. Our landlord was an intelligent man, and spoke excellent English, having served for three years as waiter at the Grosvenor Hotel in London. At his advice, on the afternoon of the 4th we set off together, with the intention of crossing the hills and spending the night at the hamlet of Rosenlaui. We had strict injunctions, however, on no account to pass the falls of Reichenbach, which are about half-way up the hill, without making a small detour to see them.
It is indeed, a fearful place. The torrent, swollen by the melting snow, plunges into a tremendous abyss, from which the spray rolls up like the smoke from a burning house. The shaft into which the river hurls itself is an immense chasm, lined by glistening coal-black rock, and narrowing into a creaming, boiling pit of incalculable depth, which brims over and shoots the stream onward over its jagged lip. The long sweep of green water roaring forever down, and the thick flickering curtain of spray hissing forever upward, turn a man giddy with their constant whirl and clamor. We stood near the edge peering down at the gleam of the breaking water far below us against the black rocks, and listening to the half-human shout which came booming up with the spray out of the abyss.
The path has been cut half-way round the fall to afford a complete view, but it ends abruptly, and the traveler has to return as he came. We had turned to do so, when we saw a Swiss lad come running along it with a letter in his hand. It bore the mark of the hotel which we had just left, and was addressed to me by the landlord. It appeared that within a very few minutes of our leaving, an English lady had arrived who was in the last stage of consumption. She had wintered at Davos Platz, and was journeying now to join her friends at Lucerne, when a sudden hemorrhage had overtaken her. It was thought that she could hardly live a few hours, but it would be a great consolation to her to see an English doctor, and, if I would only return, etc. The good Steiler assured me in a postscript that he would himself look upon my compliance as a very great favor, since the lady absolutely refused to see a Swiss physician, and he could not but feel that he was incurring a great responsibility.
The appeal was one which could not be ignored. It was impossible to refuse the request of a fellow-countrywoman dying in a strange land. Yet I had my scruples about leaving Holmes. It was finally agreed, however, that he should retain the young Swiss messenger with him as guide and companion while I returned to Meiringen. My friend would stay some little time at the fall, he said, and would then walk slowly over the hill to Rosenlaui, where I was to rejoin him in the evening. As I turned away I saw Holmes, with his back against a rock and his arms folded, gazing down at the rush of the waters. It was the last that I was ever destined to see of him in this world.
When I was near the bottom of the descent I looked back. It was impossible, from that position, to see the fall, but I could see the curving path which winds over the shoulder of the hill and leads to it. Along this a man was, I remember, walking very rapidly.
I could see his black figure clearly outlined against the green behind him. I noted him, and the energy with which he walked but he passed from my mind again as I hurried on upon my errand.
It may have been a little over an hour before I reached Meiringen. Old Steiler was standing at the porch of his hotel.
“Well,” said I, as I came hurrying up, “I trust that she is no worse?”
A look of surprise passed over his face, and at the first quiver of his eyebrows my heart turned to lead in my breast.
“You did not write this?” I said, pulling the letter from my pocket. “There is no sick Englishwoman in the hotel?”
“Certainly not!” he cried. “But it has the hotel mark upon it! Ha, it must have been written by that tall Englishman who came in after you had gone. He said—”
But I waited for none of the landlord’s explanations. In a tingle of fear I was already running down the village street, and making for the path which I had so lately descended. It had taken me an hour to come down. For all my efforts two more had passed before I found myself at the fall of Reichenbach once more. There was Holmes’s Alpine-stock still leaning against the rock by which I had left him. But there was no sign of him, and it was in vain that I shouted. My only answer was my own voice reverberating in a rolling echo from the cliffs around me.
It was the sight of that Alpine-stock which turned me cold and sick. He had not gone to Rosenlaui, then. He had remained on that three-foot path, with sheer wall on one side and sheer drop on the other, until his enemy had overtaken him. The young Swiss had gone too. He had probably been in the pay of Moriarty, and had left the two men together. And then what had happened? Who was to tell us what had happened then?
I stood for a minute or two to collect myself, for I was dazed with the horror of the thing. Then I began to think of Holmes’s own methods and to try to practise them in reading this tragedy. It was, alas, only too easy to do. During our conversation we had not gone to the end of the path, and the Alpine-stock marked the place where we had stood. The blackish soil is kept forever soft by the incessant drift of spray, and a bird would leave its tread upon it. Two lines of footmarks were clearly marked along the farther end of the path, both leading away from me. There were none returning. A few yards from the end the soil was all ploughed up into a patch of mud, and the branches and ferns which fringed the chasm were torn and bedraggled. I lay upon my face and peered over with the spray spouting up all around me. It had darkened since I left, and now I could only see here and there the glistening of moisture upon the black walls, and far away down at the end of the shaft the gleam of the broken water. I shouted; but only the same half-human cry of the fall was borne back to my ears.
But it was destined that I should after all have a last word of greeting from my friend and comrade. I have said that his Alpine-stock had been left leaning against a rock which jutted on to the path. From the top of this bowlder the gleam of something bright caught my eye, and, raising my hand, I found that it came from the silver cigarette-case which he used to carry. As I took it up a small square of paper upon which it had lain fluttered down on to the ground. Unfolding it, I found that it consisted of three pages torn from his note-book and addressed to me. It was characteristic of the man that the direction was a precise, and the writing as firm and clear, as though it had been written in his study.
My dear Watson [it said], I write these few lines through the courtesy of Mr. Moriarty, who awaits my convenience for the final discussion of those questions which lie between us. He has been giving me a sketch of the methods by which he avoided the English police and kept himself informed of our movements. They certainly confirm the very high opinion which I had formed of his abilities. I am pleased to think that I shall be able to free society from any further effects of his presence, though I fear that it is at a cost which will give pain to my friends, and especially, my dear Watson, to you. I have already explained to you, however, that my career had in any case reached its crisis, and that no possible conclusion to it could be more congenial to me than this. Indeed, if I may make a full confession to you, I was quite convinced that the letter from Meiringen was a hoax, and I allowed you to depart on that errand under the persuasion that some development of this sort would follow. Tell Inspector Patterson that the papers which he needs to convict the gang are in pigeonhole M., done up in a blue envelope and inscribed “Moriarty.” I made every disposition of my property before leaving England, and handed it to my brother Mycroft. Pray give my greetings to Mrs. Watson, and believe me to be, my dear fellow,
Very sincerely yours,
Sherlock Holmes
A few words may suffice to tell the little that remains. An examination by experts leaves little doubt that a personal contest between the two men ended, as it could hardly fail to end in such a situation, in their reeling over, locked in each other’s arms. Any attempt at recovering the bodies was absolutely hopeless, and there, deep down in that dreadful caldron of swirling water and seething foam, will lie for all time the most dangerous criminal and the foremost champion of the law of their generation. The Swiss youth was never found again, and there can be no doubt that he was one of the numerous agents whom Moriarty kept in this employ. As to the gang, it will be within the memory of the public how completely the evidence which Holmes had accumulated exposed their organization, and how heavily the hand of the dead man weighed upon them. Of their terrible chief few details came out during the proceedings, and if I have now been compelled to make a clear statement of his career it is due to those injudicious champions who have endeavored to clear his memory by attacks upon him whom I shall ever regard as the best and the wisest man whom I have ever known.
The Adventure of
• The Empty House •
_________________________
•ï¡÷¡ï•
By Sir Arthur Conan Doyle
IT WAS IN the spring of the year 1894 that all London was interested, and the fashionable world dismayed, by the murder of the Honourable Ronald Adair under most unusual and inexplicable circumstances. The public has already learned those particulars of the crime which came out in the police investigation; but a good deal was suppressed upon that occasion, since the case for the prosecution was so overwhelmingly strong that it was not necessary to bring forward all the facts. Only now, at the end of nearly ten years, am I allowed to supply those missing links which make up the whole of that remarkable chain. The crime was of interest in itself, but that interest was as nothing to me compared to the inconceivable sequel, which afforded me the greatest shock and surprise of any event in my adventurous life. Even now, after this long interval, I find myself thrilling as I think of it, and feeling once more that sudden flood of joy, amazement, and incredulity which utterly submerged my mind. Let me say to that public which has shown some interest in those glimpses which I have occasionally given them of the thoughts and actions of a very remarkable man that they are not to blame me if I have not shared my knowledge with them, for I should have considered it my first duty to have done so had I not been barred by a positive prohibition from his own lips, which was only withdrawn upon the third of last month.
It can be imagined that my close intimacy with Sherlock Holmes had interested me deeply in crime, and that after his disappearance I never failed to read with care the various problems which came before the public, and I even attempted more than once for my own private satisfaction to employ his methods in their solution, though with indifferent success. There was none, however, which appealed to me like this tragedy of Ronald Adair. As I read the evidence at the inquest, which led up to a verdict of willful murder against some person or persons unknown, I realized more clearly than I had ever done the loss which the community had sustained by the death of Sherlock Holmes. There were points about this strange business which would, I was sure, have specially appealed to him, and the efforts of the police would have been supplemented, or more probably anticipated, by the trained observation and the alert mind of the first criminal agent in Europe. All day as I drove upon my round I turned over the case in my mind, and found no explanation which appeared to me to be adequate. At the risk of telling a twice-told tale I will recapitulate the facts as they were known to the public at the conclusion of the inquest.
The Honourable Ronald Adair was the second son of the Earl of Maynooth, at that time Governor of one of the Australian Colonies. Adair’s mother had returned from Australia to undergo the operation for cataract, and she, her son Ronald, and her daughter Hilda were living together at 427, Park Lane. The youth moved in the best society, had, so far as was known, no enemies, and no particular vices. He had been engaged to Miss Edith Woodley, of Carstairs, but the engagement had been broken off by mutual consent some months before, and there was no sign that it had left any very profound feeling behind it. For the rest the man’s life moved in a narrow and conventional circle, for his habits were quiet and his nature unemotional. Yet it was upon this easy-going young aristocrat that death came in most strange and unexpected form between the hours of ten and eleven-twenty on the night of March 30, 1894.
Ronald Adair was fond of cards, playing continually, but never for such stakes as would hurt him. He was a member of the Baldwin, the Cavendish, and the Bagatelle card clubs. It was shown that after dinner on the day of his death he had played a rubber of whist at the latter club. He had also played there in the afternoon. The evidence of those who had played with him—Mr. Murray, Sir John Hardy, and Colonel Moran—showed that the game was whist, and that there was a fairly equal fall of the cards. Adair might have lost five pounds, but not more. His fortune was a considerable one, and such a loss could not in any way affect him. He had played nearly every day at one club or other, but he was a cautious player, and usually rose a winner. It came out in evidence that in partnership with Colonel Moran he had actually won as much as four hundred and twenty pounds in a sitting some weeks before from Godfrey Milner and Lord Balmoral. So much for his recent history, as it came out at the inquest.
On the evening of the crime he returned from the club exactly at ten. His mother and sister were out spending the evening with a relation. The servant deposed that she heard him enter the front room on the second floor, generally used as his sitting-room. She had lit a fire there, and as it smoked she had opened the window. No sound was heard from the room until eleven-twenty, the hour of the return of Lady Maynooth and her daughter. Desiring to say good-night, she had attempted to enter her son’s room. The door was locked on the inside, and no answer could be got to their cries and knocking. Help was obtained and the door forced. The unfortunate young man was found lying near the table. His head had been horribly mutilated by an expanding revolver bullet, but no weapon of any sort was to be found in the room. On the table lay two bank-notes for ten pounds each and seventeen pounds ten in silver and gold, the money arranged in little piles of varying amount. There were some figures also upon a sheet of paper with the names of some club friends opposite to them, from which it was conjectured that before his death he was endeavouring to make out his losses or winnings at cards.
A minute examination of the circumstances served only to make the case more complex. In the first place, no reason could be given why the young man should have fastened the door upon the inside. There was the possibility that the murderer had done this and had afterwards escaped by the window. The drop was at least twenty feet, however, and a bed of crocuses in full bloom lay beneath. Neither the flowers nor the earth showed any sign of having been disturbed, nor were there any marks upon the narrow strip of grass which separated the house from the road. Apparently, therefore, it was the young man himself who had fastened the door. But how did he come by his death? No one could have climbed up to the window without leaving traces. Suppose a man had fired through the window, it would indeed be a remarkable shot who could with a revolver inflict so deadly a wound. Again, Park Lane is a frequented thoroughfare, and there is a cab-stand within a hundred yards of the house. No one had heard a shot. And yet there was the dead man, and there the revolver bullet, which had mushroomed out, as soft-nosed bullets will, and so inflicted a wound which must have caused instantaneous death. Such were the circumstances of the Park Lane Mystery, which were further complicated by entire absence of motive, since, as I have said, young Adair was not known to have any enemy, and no attempt had been made to remove the money or valuables in the room.
All day I turned these facts over in my mind, endeavouring to hit upon some theory which could reconcile them all, and to find that line of least resistance which my poor friend had declared to be the starting-point of every investigation. I confess that I made little progress. In the evening I strolled across the Park, and found myself about six o’clock at the Oxford Street end of Park Lane. A group of loafers upon the pavements, all staring up at a particular window, directed me to the house which I had come to see. A tall, thin man with coloured glasses, whom I strongly suspected of being a plain-clothes detective, was pointing out some theory of his own, while the others crowded round to listen to what he said. I got as near him as I could, but his observations seemed to me to be absurd, so I withdrew again in some disgust. As I did so I struck against an elderly deformed man, who had been behind me, and I knocked down several books which he was carrying. I remember that as I picked them up I observed the title of one of them, “The Origin of Tree Worship,” and it struck me that the fellow must be some poor bibliophile who, either as a trade or as a hobby, was a collector of obscure volumes. I endeavoured to apologize for the accident, but it was evident that these books which I had so unfortunately maltreated were very precious objects in the eyes of their owner. With a snarl of contempt he turned upon his heel, and I saw his curved back and white side-whiskers disappear among the throng.
My observations of No. 427, Park Lane did little to clear up the problem in which I was interested. The house was separated from the street by a low wall and railing, the whole not more than five feet high. It was perfectly easy, therefore, for anyone to get into the garden, but the window was entirely inaccessible, since there was no water-pipe or anything which could help the most active man to climb it. More puzzled than ever I retraced my steps to Kensington. I had not been in my study five minutes when the maid entered to say that a person desired to see me. To my astonishment it was none other than my strange old book-collector, his sharp, wizened face peering out from a frame of white hair, and his precious volumes, a dozen of them at least, wedged under his right arm.
“You’re surprised to see me, sir,” said he, in a strange, croaking voice.
I acknowledged that I was.
“Well, I’ve a conscience, sir, and when I chanced to see you go into this house, as I came hobbling after you, I thought to myself, I’ll just step in and see that kind gentleman, and tell him that if I was a bit gruff in my manner there was not any harm meant, and that I am much obliged to him for picking up my books.”
“You make too much of a trifle,” said I. “May I ask how you knew who I was?”
“Well, sir, if it isn’t too great a liberty, I am a neighbour of yours, for you’ll find my little bookshop at the corner of Church Street, and very happy to see you, I am sure. Maybe you collect yourself, sir; here’s `British Birds,’ and `Catullus,’ and `The Holy War’—a bargain every one of them. With five volumes you could just fill that gap on that second shelf. It looks untidy, does it not, sir?”
I moved my head to look at the cabinet behind me. When I turned again Sherlock Holmes was standing smiling at me across my study table. I rose to my feet, stared at him for some seconds in utter amazement, and then it appears that I must have fainted for the first and the last time in my life. Certainly a grey mist swirled before my eyes, and when it cleared I found my collar-ends undone and the tingling after-taste of brandy upon my lips. Holmes was bending over my chair, his flask in his hand.
“My dear Watson,” said the well-remembered voice, “I owe you a thousand apologies. I had no idea that you would be so affected.”
I gripped him by the arm.
“Holmes!” I cried. “Is it really you? Can it indeed be that you are alive? Is it possible that you succeeded in climbing out of that awful abyss?”
“Wait a moment,” said he. “Are you sure that you are really fit to discuss things? I have given you a serious shock by my unnecessarily dramatic reappearance.”
“I am all right, but indeed, Holmes, I can hardly believe my eyes. Good heavens, to think that you—you of all men—should be standing in my study!” Again I gripped him by the sleeve and felt the thin, sinewy arm beneath it. “Well, you’re not a spirit, anyhow,” said I. “My dear chap, I am overjoyed to see you. Sit down and tell me how you came alive out of that dreadful chasm.”
He sat opposite to me and lit a cigarette in his old nonchalant manner. He was dressed in the seedy frock-coat of the book merchant, but the rest of that individual lay in a pile of white hair and old books upon the table. Holmes looked even thinner and keener than of old, but there was a dead-white tinge in his aquiline face which told me that his life recently had not been a healthy one.
“I am glad to stretch myself, Watson,” said he. “It is no joke when a tall man has to take a foot off his stature for several hours on end. Now, my dear fellow, in the matter of these explanations we have, if I may ask for your co-operation, a hard and dangerous night’s work in front of us. Perhaps it would be better if I gave you an account of the whole situation when that work is finished.”
“I am full of curiosity. I should much prefer to hear now.”
“You’ll come with me to-night?”
“When you like and where you like.”
“This is indeed like the old days. We shall have time for a mouthful of dinner before we need go. Well, then, about that chasm. I had no serious difficulty in getting out of it, for the very simple reason that I never was in it.”
“You never were in it?”
“No, Watson, I never was in it. My note to you was absolutely genuine. I had little doubt that I had come to the end of my career when I perceived the somewhat sinister figure of the late Professor Moriarty standing upon the narrow pathway which led to safety. I read an inexorable purpose in his grey eyes. I exchanged some remarks with him, therefore, and obtained his courteous permission to write the short note which you afterwards received. I left it with my cigarette-box and my stick and I walked along the pathway, Moriarty still at my heels. When I reached the end I stood at bay. He drew no weapon, but he rushed at me and threw his long arms around me. He knew that his own game was up, and was only anxious to revenge himself upon me. We tottered together upon the brink of the fall. I have some knowledge, however, of baritsu, or the Japanese system of wrestling, which has more than once been very useful to me. I slipped through his grip, and he with a horrible scream kicked madly for a few seconds and clawed the air with both his hands. But for all his efforts he could not get his balance, and over he went. With my face over the brink I saw him fall for a long way. Then he struck a rock, bounded off, and splashed into the water.”
I listened with amazement to this explanation, which Holmes delivered between the puffs of his cigarette.
“But the tracks!” I cried. “I saw with my own eyes that two went down the path and none returned.”
“It came about in this way. The instant that the Professor had disappeared it struck me what a really extraordinarily lucky chance Fate had placed in my way. I knew that Moriarty was not the only man who had sworn my death. There were at least three others whose desire for vengeance upon me would only be increased by the death of their leader. They were all most dangerous men. One or other would certainly get me. On the other hand, if all the world was convinced that I was dead they would take liberties, these men, they would lay themselves open, and sooner or later I could destroy them. Then it would be time for me to announce that I was still in the land of the living. So rapidly does the brain act that I believe I had thought this all out before Professor Moriarty had reached the bottom of the Reichenbach Fall.
“I stood up and examined the rocky wall behind me. In your picturesque account of the matter, which I read with great interest some months later, you assert that the wall was sheer. This was not literally true. A few small footholds presented themselves, and there was some indication of a ledge. The cliff is so high that to climb it all was an obvious impossibility, and it was equally impossible to make my way along the wet path without leaving some tracks. I might, it is true, have reversed my boots, as I have done on similar occasions, but the sight of three sets of tracks in one direction would certainly have suggested a deception. On the whole, then, it was best that I should risk the climb. It was not a pleasant business, Watson. The fall roared beneath me. I am not a fanciful person, but I give you my word that I seemed to hear Moriarty’s voice screaming at me out of the abyss. A mistake would have been fatal. More than once, as tufts of grass came out in my hand or my foot slipped in the wet notches of the rock, I thought that I was gone. But I struggled upwards, and at last I reached a ledge several feet deep and covered with soft green moss, where I could lie unseen in the most perfect comfort. There I was stretched when you, my dear Watson, and all your following were investigating in the most sympathetic and inefficient manner the circumstances of my death.
“At last, when you had all formed your inevitable and totally erroneous conclusions, you departed for the hotel and I was left alone. I had imagined that I had reached the end of my adventures, but a very unexpected occurrence showed me that there were surprises still in store for me. A huge rock, falling from above, boomed past me, struck the path, and bounded over into the chasm. For an instant I thought that it was an accident; but a moment later, looking up, I saw a man’s head against the darkening sky, and another stone struck the very ledge upon which I was stretched, within a foot of my head. Of course, the meaning of this was obvious. Moriarty had not been alone. A confederate—and even that one glance had told me how dangerous a man that confederate was—had kept guard while the Professor had attacked me. From a distance, unseen by me, he had been a witness of his friend’s death and of my escape. He had waited, and then, making his way round to the top of the cliff, he had endeavoured to succeed where his comrade had failed.
“I did not take long to think about it, Watson. Again I saw that grim face look over the cliff, and I knew that it was the precursor of another stone. I scrambled down on to the path. I don’t think I could have done it in cold blood. It was a hundred times more difficult than getting up. But I had no time to think of the danger, for another stone sang past me as I hung by my hands from the edge of the ledge. Halfway down I slipped, but by the blessing of God I landed, torn and bleeding, upon the path. I took to my heels, did ten miles over the mountains in the darkness, and a week later I found myself in Florence with the certainty that no one in the world knew what had become of me.
“I had only one confidant—my brother Mycroft. I owe you many apologies, my dear Watson, but it was all-important that it should be thought I was dead, and it is quite certain that you would not have written so convincing an account of my unhappy end had you not yourself thought that it was true. Several times during the last three years I have taken up my pen to write to you, but always I feared lest your affectionate regard for me should tempt you to some indiscretion which would betray my secret. For that reason I turned away from you this evening when you upset my books, for I was in danger at the time, and any show of surprise and emotion upon your part might have drawn attention to my identity and led to the most deplorable and irreparable results. As to Mycroft, I had to confide in him in order to obtain the money which I needed. The course of events in London did not run so well as I had hoped, for the trial of the Moriarty gang left two of its most dangerous members, my own most vindictive enemies, at liberty. I travelled for two years in Tibet, therefore, and amused myself by visiting Lhassa and spending some days with the head Llama. You may have read of the remarkable explorations of a Norwegian named Sigerson, but I am sure that it never occurred to you that you were receiving news of your friend. I then passed through Persia, looked in at Mecca, and paid a short but interesting visit to the Khalifa at Khartoum, the results of which I have communicated to the Foreign Office. Returning to France I spent some months in a research into the coal-tar derivatives, which I conducted in a laboratory at Montpelier, in the South of France. Having concluded this to my satisfaction, and learning that only one of my enemies was now left in London, I was about to return when my movements were hastened by the news of this very remarkable Park Lane Mystery, which not only appealed to me by its own merits, but which seemed to offer some most peculiar personal opportunities. I came over at once to London, called in my own person at Baker Street, threw Mrs. Hudson into violent hysterics, and found that Mycroft had preserved my rooms and my papers exactly as they had always been. So it was, my dear Watson, that at two o’clock to-day I found myself in my old arm-chair in my own old room, and only wishing that I could have seen my old friend Watson in the other chair which he has so often adorned.”
Such was the remarkable narrative to which I listened on that April evening—a narrative which would have been utterly incredible to me had it not been confirmed by the actual sight of the tall, spare figure and the keen, eager face, which I had never thought to see again. In some manner he had learned of my own sad bereavement, and his sympathy was shown in his manner rather than in his words. “Work is the best antidote to sorrow, my dear Watson,” said he, “and I have a piece of work for us both to-night which, if we can bring it to a successful conclusion, will in itself justify a man’s life on this planet.” In vain I begged him to tell me more. “You will hear and see enough before morning,” he answered. “We have three years of the past to discuss. Let that suffice until half-past nine, when we start upon the notable adventure of the empty house.”
It was indeed like old times when, at that hour, I found myself seated beside him in a hansom, my revolver in my pocket and the thrill of adventure in my heart. Holmes was cold and stern and silent. As the gleam of the street-lamps flashed upon his austere features I saw that his brows were drawn down in thought and his thin lips compressed. I knew not what wild beast we were about to hunt down in the dark jungle of criminal London, but I was well assured from the bearing of this master huntsman that the adventure was a most grave one, while the sardonic smile which occasionally broke through his ascetic gloom boded little good for the object of our quest.
I had imagined that we were bound for Baker Street, but Holmes stopped the cab at the corner of Cavendish Square. I observed that as he stepped out he gave a most searching glance to right and left, and at every subsequent street corner he took the utmost pains to assure that he was not followed. Our route was certainly a singular one. Holmes’s knowledge of the byways of London was extraordinary, and on this occasion he passed rapidly, and with an assured step, through a network of mews and stables the very existence of which I had never known. We emerged at last into a small road, lined with old, gloomy houses, which led us into Manchester Street, and so to Blandford Street. Here he turned swiftly down a narrow passage, passed through a wooden gate into a deserted yard, and then opened with a key the back door of a house. We entered together and he closed it behind us.
The place was pitch-dark, but it was evident to me that it was an empty house. Our feet creaked and crackled over the bare planking, and my outstretched hand touched a wall from which the paper was hanging in ribbons. Holmes’s cold, thin fingers closed round my wrist and led me forwards down a long hall, until I dimly saw the murky fanlight over the door. Here Holmes turned suddenly to the right, and we found ourselves in a large, square, empty room, heavily shadowed in the corners, but faintly lit in the centre from the lights of the street beyond. There was no lamp near and the window was thick with dust, so that we could only just discern each other’s figures within. My companion put his hand upon my shoulder and his lips close to my ear.
“Do you know where we are?” he whispered.
“Surely that is Baker Street,” I answered, staring through the dim window.
“Exactly. We are in Camden House, which stands opposite to our own old quarters.”
“But why are we here?”
“Because it commands so excellent a view of that picturesque pile. Might I trouble you, my dear Watson, to draw a little nearer to the window, taking every precaution not to show yourself, and then to look up at our old rooms—the starting-point of so many of our little adventures? We will see if my three years of absence have entirely taken away my power to surprise you.”
I crept forward and looked across at the familiar window. As my eyes fell upon it I gave a gasp and a cry of amazement. The blind was down and a strong light was burning in the room. The shadow of a man who was seated in a chair within was thrown in hard, black outline upon the luminous screen of the window. There was no mistaking the poise of the head, the squareness of the shoulders, the sharpness of the features. The face was turned half-round, and the effect was that of one of those black silhouettes which our grandparents loved to frame. It was a perfect reproduction of Holmes. So amazed was I that I threw out my hand to make sure that the man himself was standing beside me. He was quivering with silent laughter.
“Well?” said he.
“Good heavens!” I cried. “It is marvellous.”
“I trust that age doth not wither nor custom stale my infinite variety,’” said he, and I recognised in his voice the joy and pride which the artist takes in his own creation. “It really is rather like me, is it not?”
“I should be prepared to swear that it was you.”
“The credit of the execution is due to Monsieur Oscar Meunier, of Grenoble, who spent some days in doing the moulding. It is a bust in wax. The rest I arranged myself during my visit to Baker Street this afternoon.”
“But why?”
“Because, my dear Watson, I had the strongest possible reason for wishing certain people to think that I was there when I was really elsewhere.”
“And you thought the rooms were watched?”
“I knew that they were watched.”
“By whom?”
“By my old enemies, Watson. By the charming society whose leader lies in the Reichenbach Fall. You must remember that they knew, and only they knew, that I was still alive. Sooner or later they believed that I should come back to my rooms. They watched them continuously, and this morning they saw me arrive.”
“How do you know?”
“Because I recognised their sentinel when I glanced out of my window. He is a harmless enough fellow, Parker by name, a garroter by trade, and a remarkable performer upon the Jew’s harp. I cared nothing for him. But I cared a great deal for the much more formidable person who was behind him, the bosom friend of Moriarty, the man who dropped the rocks over the cliff, the most cunning and dangerous criminal in London. That is the man who is after me to-night, Watson, and that is the man who is quite unaware that we are after him.”
My friend’s plans were gradually revealing themselves. From this convenient retreat the watchers were being watched and the trackers tracked. That angular shadow up yonder was the bait and we were the hunters. In silence we stood together in the darkness and watched the hurrying figures who passed and repassed in front of us. Holmes was silent and motionless; but I could tell that he was keenly alert, and that his eyes were fixed intently upon the stream of passers-by. It was a bleak and boisterous night, and the wind whistled shrilly down the long street. Many people were moving to and fro, most of them muffled in their coats and cravats. Once or twice it seemed to me that I had seen the same figure before, and I especially noticed two men who appeared to be sheltering themselves from the wind in the doorway of a house some distance up the street. I tried to draw my companion’s attention to them, but he gave a little ejaculation of impatience and continued to stare into the street. More than once he fidgeted with his feet and tapped rapidly with his fingers upon the wall. It was evident to me that he was becoming uneasy and that his plans were not working out altogether as he had hoped. At last, as midnight approached and the street gradually cleared, he paced up and down the room in uncontrollable agitation. I was about to make some remark to him when I raised my eyes to the lighted window and again experienced almost as great a surprise as before. I clutched Holmes’s arm and pointed upwards.
“The shadow has moved!” I cried.
It was, indeed, no longer the profile, but the back, which was turned towards us.
Three years had certainly not smoothed the asperities of his temper or his impatience with a less active intelligence than his own.
“Of course it has moved,” said he. “Am I such a farcical bungler, Watson, that I should erect an obvious dummy and expect that some of the sharpest men in Europe would be deceived by it? We have been in this room two hours, and Mrs. Hudson has made some change in that figure eight times, or once in every quarter of an hour. She works it from the front so that her shadow may never be seen. Ah!” He drew in his breath with a shrill, excited intake. In the dim light I saw his head thrown forward, his whole attitude rigid with attention. Outside, the street was absolutely deserted. Those two men might still be crouching in the doorway, but I could no longer see them. All was still and dark, save only that brilliant yellow screen in front of us with the black figure outlined upon its centre. Again in the utter silence I heard that thin, sibilant note which spoke of intense suppressed excitement. An instant later he pulled me back into the blackest corner of the room, and I felt his warning hand upon my lips. The fingers which clutched me were quivering. Never had I known my friend more moved, and yet the dark street still stretched lonely and motionless before us.
But suddenly I was aware of that which his keener senses had already distinguished. A low, stealthy sound came to my ears, not from the direction of Baker Street, but from the back of the very house in which we lay concealed. A door opened and shut. An instant later steps crept down the passage—steps which were meant to be silent, but which reverberated harshly through the empty house. Holmes crouched back against the wall and I did the same, my hand closing upon the handle of my revolver. Peering through the gloom, I saw the vague outline of a man, a shade blacker than the blackness of the open door. He stood for an instant, and then he crept forward, crouching, menacing, into the room. He was within three yards of us, this sinister figure, and I had braced myself to meet his spring, before I realized that he had no idea of our presence. He passed close beside us, stole over to the window, and very softly and noiselessly raised it for half a foot. As he sank to the level of this opening the light of the street, no longer dimmed by the dusty glass, fell full upon his face. The man seemed to be beside himself with excitement. His two eyes shone like stars and his features were working convulsively. He was an elderly man, with a thin, projecting nose, a high, bald forehead, and a huge grizzled moustache. An opera-hat was pushed to the back of his head, and an evening dress shirt-front gleamed out through his open overcoat. His face was gaunt and swarthy, scored with deep, savage lines. In his hand he carried what appeared to be a stick, but as he laid it down upon the floor it gave a metallic clang. Then from the pocket of his overcoat he drew a bulky object, and he busied himself in some task which ended with a loud, sharp click, as if a spring or bolt had fallen into its place. Still kneeling upon the floor he bent forward and threw all his weight and strength upon some lever, with the result that there came a long, whirling, grinding noise, ending once more in a powerful click. He straightened himself then, and I saw that what he held in his hand was a sort of gun, with a curiously misshapen butt. He opened it at the breech, put something in, and snapped the breech-block. Then, crouching down, he rested the end of the barrel upon the ledge of the open window, and I saw his long moustache droop over the stock and his eye gleam as it peered along the sights. I heard a little sigh of satisfaction as he cuddled the butt into his shoulder, and saw that amazing target, the black man on the yellow ground, standing clear at the end of his fore sight. For an instant he was rigid and motionless. Then his finger tightened on the trigger. There was a strange, loud whiz and a long, silvery tinkle of broken glass. At that instant Holmes sprang like a tiger on to the marksman’s back and hurled him flat upon his face. He was up again in a moment, and with convulsive strength he seized Holmes by the throat; but I struck him on the head with the butt of my revolver and he dropped again upon the floor. I fell upon him, and as I held him my comrade blew a shrill call upon a whistle. There was the clatter of running feet upon the pavement, and two policemen in uniform, with one plain-clothes detective, rushed through the front entrance and into the room.
“That you, Lestrade?” said Holmes.
“Yes, Mr. Holmes. I took the job myself. It’s good to see you back in London, sir.”
“I think you want a little unofficial help. Three undetected murders in one year won’t do, Lestrade. But you handled the Molesey Mystery with less than your usual—that’s to say, you handled it fairly well.”
We had all risen to our feet, our prisoner breathing hard, with a stalwart constable on each side of him. Already a few loiterers had begun to collect in the street. Holmes stepped up to the window, closed it, and dropped the blinds. Lestrade had produced two candles and the policemen had uncovered their lanterns. I was able at last to have a good look at our prisoner.
It was a tremendously virile and yet sinister face which was turned towards us. With the brow of a philosopher above and the jaw of a sensualist below, the man must have started with great capacities for good or for evil. But one could not look upon his cruel blue eyes, with their drooping, cynical lids, or upon the fierce, aggressive nose and the threatening, deep-lined brow, without reading Nature’s plainest danger-signals. He took no heed of any of us, but his eyes were fixed upon Holmes’s face with an expression in which hatred and amazement were equally blended. “You fiend!” he kept on muttering. “You clever, clever fiend!”
“Ah, Colonel!” said Holmes, arranging his rumpled collar; “`journeys end in lovers’ meetings,’ as the old play says. I don’t think I have had the pleasure of seeing you since you favoured me with those attentions as I lay on the ledge above the Reichenbach Fall.”
The Colonel still stared at my friend like a man in a trance. “You cunning, cunning fiend!” was all that he could say.
“I have not introduced you yet,” said Holmes. “This, gentlemen, is Colonel Sebastian Moran, once of Her Majesty’s Indian Army, and the best heavy game shot that our Eastern Empire has ever produced. I believe I am correct, Colonel, in saying that your bag of tigers still remains unrivalled?”
The fierce old man said nothing, but still glared at my companion; with his savage eyes and bristling moustache he was wonderfully like a tiger himself.
“I wonder that my very simple stratagem could deceive so old a shikari,” said Holmes. “It must be very familiar to you. Have you not tethered a young kid under a tree, lain above it with your rifle, and waited for the bait to bring up your tiger? This empty house is my tree and you are my tiger. You have possibly had other guns in reserve in case there should be several tigers, or in the unlikely supposition of your own aim failing you. These,” he pointed around, “are my other guns. The parallel is exact.”
Colonel Moran sprang forward, with a snarl of rage, but the constables dragged him back. The fury upon his face was terrible to look at.
“I confess that you had one small surprise for me,” said Holmes. “I did not anticipate that you would yourself make use of this empty house and this convenient front window. I had imagined you as operating from the street, where my friend Lestrade and his merry men were awaiting you. With that exception all has gone as I expected.”
Colonel Moran turned to the official detective.
“You may or may not have just cause for arresting me,” said he, “but at least there can be no reason why I should submit to the gibes of this person. If I am in the hands of the law let things be done in a legal way.”
“Well, that’s reasonable enough,” said Lestrade. “Nothing further you have to say, Mr. Holmes, before we go?”
Holmes had picked up the powerful air-gun from the floor and was examining its mechanism.
“An admirable and unique weapon,” said he, “noiseless and of tremendous power. I knew Von Herder, the blind German mechanic, who constructed it to the order of the late Professor Moriarty. For years I have been aware of its existence, though I have never before had the opportunity of handling it. I commend it very specially to your attention, Lestrade, and also the bullets which fit it.”
“You can trust us to look after that, Mr. Holmes,” said Lestrade, as the whole party moved towards the door. “Anything further to say?”
“Only to ask what charge you intend to prefer?”
“What charge, sir? Why, of course, the attempted murder of Mr. Sherlock Holmes.”
“Not so, Lestrade. I do not propose to appear in the matter at all. To you, and to you only, belongs the credit of the remarkable arrest which you have effected. Yes, Lestrade, I congratulate you! With your usual happy mixture of cunning and audacity you have got him.”
“Got him! Got whom, Mr. Holmes?”
“The man that the whole force has been seeking in vain—Colonel Sebastian Moran, who shot the Honourable Ronald Adair with an expanding bullet from an air-gun through the open window of the second-floor front of No. 427, Park Lane, upon the 30th of last month. That’s the charge, Lestrade. And now, Watson, if you can endure the draught from a broken window, I think that half an hour in my study over a cigar may afford you some profitable amusement.”
Our old chambers had been left unchanged through the supervision of Mycroft Holmes and the immediate care of Mrs. Hudson. As I entered I saw, it is true, an unwonted tidiness, but the old landmarks were all in their place. There were the chemical corner and the acid-stained, deal-topped table. There upon a shelf was the row of formidable scrap-books and books of reference which many of our fellow-citizens would have been so glad to burn. The diagrams, the violin-case, and the pipe-rack—even the Persian slipper which contained the tobacco—all met my eyes as I glanced round me. There were two occupants of the room—one Mrs. Hudson, who beamed upon us both as we entered; the other the strange dummy which had played so important a part in the evening’s adventures. It was a wax-coloured model of my friend, so admirably done that it was a perfect facsimile. It stood on a small pedestal table with an old dressing-gown of Holmes’s so draped round it that the illusion from the street was absolutely perfect.
“I hope you preserved all precautions, Mrs. Hudson?” said Holmes.
“I went to it on my knees, sir, just as you told me.”
“Excellent. You carried the thing out very well. Did you observe where the bullet went?”
“Yes, sir. I’m afraid it has spoilt your beautiful bust, for it passed right through the head and flattened itself on the wall. I picked it up from the carpet. Here it is!”
Holmes held it out to me. “A soft revolver bullet, as you perceive, Watson. There’s genius in that, for who would expect to find such a thing fired from an air-gun. All right, Mrs. Hudson, I am much obliged for your assistance. And now, Watson, let me see you in your old seat once more, for there are several points which I should like to discuss with you.”
He had thrown off the seedy frock-coat, and now he was the Holmes of old in the mouse-coloured dressing-gown which he took from his effigy.
“The old shikari’s nerves have not lost their steadiness nor his eyes their keenness,” said he, with a laugh, as he inspected the shattered forehead of his bust.
“Plumb in the middle of the back of the head and smack through the brain. He was the best shot in India, and I expect that there are few better in London. Have you heard the name?”
“No, I have not.”
“Well, well, such is fame! But, then, if I remember aright, you had not heard the name of Professor James Moriarty, who had one of the great brains of the century. Just give me down my index of biographies from the shelf.”
He turned over the pages lazily, leaning back in his chair and blowing great clouds from his cigar.
“My collection of M’s is a fine one,” said he. “Moriarty himself is enough to make any letter illustrious, and here is Morgan the poisoner, and Merridew of abominable memory, and Mathews, who knocked out my left canine in the waiting-room at Charing Cross, and, finally, here is our friend of to-night.”
He handed over the book, and I read: “Moran, Sebastian, Colonel. Unemployed. Formerly 1st Bengalore Pioneers. Born London, 1840. Son of Sir Augustus Moran, C.B., once British Minister to Persia. Educated Eton and Oxford. Served in Jowaki Campaign, Afghan Campaign, Charasiab (despatches), Sherpur, and Cabul. Author of `Heavy Game of the Western Himalayas,’ 1881; `Three Months in the Jungle,’ 1884. Address: Conduit Street. Clubs: The Anglo-Indian, the Tankerville, the Bagatelle Card Club.”
On the margin was written, in Holmes’s precise hand: “The second most dangerous man in London.”
“This is astonishing,” said I, as I handed back the volume. “The man’s career is that of an honourable soldier.”
“It is true,” Holmes answered. “Up to a certain point he did well. He was always a man of iron nerve, and the story is still told in India how he crawled down a drain after a wounded man-eating tiger. There are some trees, Watson, which grow to a certain height and then suddenly develop some unsightly eccentricity. You will see it often in humans. I have a theory that the individual represents in his development the whole procession of his ancestors, and that such a sudden turn to good or evil stands for some strong influence which came into the line of his pedigree. The person becomes, as it were, the epitome of the history of his own family.”
“It is surely rather fanciful.”
“Well, I don’t insist upon it. Whatever the cause, Colonel Moran began to go wrong. Without any open scandal, he still made India too hot to hold him. He retired, came to London, and again acquired an evil name. It was at this time that he was sought out by Professor Moriarty, to whom for a time he was chief of the staff. Moriarty supplied him liberally with money and used him only in one or two very high-class jobs which no ordinary criminal could have undertaken. You may have some recollection of the death of Mrs. Stewart, of Lauder, in 1887. Not? Well, I am sure Moran was at the bottom of it; but nothing could be proved. So cleverly was the Colonel concealed that even when the Moriarty gang was broken up we could not incriminate him. You remember at that date, when I called upon you in your rooms, how I put up the shutters for fear of air-guns? No doubt you thought me fanciful. I knew exactly what I was doing, for I knew of the existence of this remarkable gun, and I knew also that one of the best shots in the world would be behind it. When we were in Switzerland he followed us with Moriarty, and it was undoubtedly he who gave me that evil five minutes on the Reichenbach ledge.
“You may think that I read the papers with some attention during my sojourn in France, on the look-out for any chance of laying him by the heels. So long as he was free in London my life would really not have been worth living. Night and day the shadow would have been over me, and sooner or later his chance must have come. What could I do? I could not shoot him at sight, or I should myself be in the dock. There was no use appealing to a magistrate. They cannot interfere on the strength of what would appear to them to be a wild suspicion. So I could do nothing. But I watched the criminal news, knowing that sooner or later I should get him. Then came the death of this Ronald Adair. My chance had come at last! Knowing what I did, was it not certain that Colonel Moran had done it? He had played cards with the lad; he had followed him home from the club; he had shot him through the open window. There was not a doubt of it. The bullets alone are enough to put his head in a noose. I came over at once. I was seen by the sentinel, who would, I knew, direct the Colonel’s attention to my presence. He could not fail to connect my sudden return with his crime and to be terribly alarmed. I was sure that he would make an attempt to get me out of the way at once, and would bring round his murderous weapon for that purpose. I left him an excellent mark in the window, and, having warned the police that they might be needed—by the way, Watson, you spotted their presence in that doorway with unerring accuracy—I took up what seemed to me to be a judicious post for observation, never dreaming that he would choose the same spot for his attack. Now, my dear Watson, does anything remain for me to explain?”
“Yes,” said I. “You have not made it clear what was Colonel Moran’s motive in murdering the Honourable Ronald Adair.”
“Ah! my dear Watson, there we come into those realms of conjecture where the most logical mind may be at fault. Each may form his own hypothesis upon the present evidence, and yours is as likely to be correct as mine.”
“You have formed one, then?”
“I think that it is not difficult to explain the facts. It came out in evidence that Colonel Moran and young Adair had between them won a considerable amount of money. Now, Moran undoubtedly played foul—of that I have long been aware. I believe that on the day of the murder Adair had discovered that Moran was cheating. Very likely he had spoken to him privately, and had threatened to expose him unless he voluntarily resigned his membership of the club and promised not to play cards again. It is unlikely that a youngster like Adair would at once make a hideous scandal by exposing a well-known man so much older than himself. Probably he acted as I suggest. The exclusion from his clubs would mean ruin to Moran, who lived by his ill-gotten card gains. He therefore murdered Adair, who at the time was endeavouring to work out how much money he should himself return, since he could not profit by his partner’s foul play. He locked the door lest the ladies should surprise him and insist upon knowing what he was doing with these names and coins. Will it pass?”
“I have no doubt that you have hit upon the truth.”
“It will be verified or disproved at the trial. Meanwhile, come what may, Colonel Moran will trouble us no more, the famous air-gun of Von Herder will embellish the Scotland Yard Museum, and once again Mr. Sherlock Holmes is free to devote his life to examining those interesting little problems which the complex life of London so plentifully presents.”
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