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This book is for Sam and Archie, boon companions who are sorely missed.
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I would like to thank Ms. Linda Robertson for her unerring eye, and for always telling me what I needed to hear.




honi soit qui mal y pense


[shame to him who thinks evil]


MOTTO OF THE MOST NOBLE


ORDER OF THE GARTER





PROLOGUE
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LONDON PROFESSOR DETAINED IN CONNECTION WITH RECENT WIDDERSIGN OUTRAGE


Special to The Standard


Friday 11 July 1890


Acting on information received, detectives of the Criminal Investigation Division of the Metropolitan Police have detained Professor James Moriarty of 64 Russell Square, Camden. Professor Moriarty is being questioned in regard to the attempted robbery on Saturday last at Widdersign-on-Ribble, the country estate of His Lordship Baron Thornton-Hoxbary, located just outside the town of Wedsbridge in Nottinghamshire.


In what has become known as the Widdersign Outrage, six masked men armed with revolvers forced their way into the manor house at or about midnight, after first assaulting and tying up the gatekeeper, two grooms, and the senior coachman. Once inside, they assembled the occupants of the house in the dining room, where one of the villains guarded them while three smashed their way into the small museum where His Lordship keeps a priceless collection of Greek artifacts acquired at the beginning of the century by His Lordship’s grandfather. The other men ransacked bedrooms on the upper floor, gathering up jewelry and other valuables of His Lordship and Lady Hoxbary and their sixteen houseguests.


James Mercer, the chief butler, who had been tied up in the lower pantry along with the cook, an upstairs maid, and a serving girl, as well as a maid and two valets in the service of several of the houseguests, managed to free himself by the expedient of breaking a glass and sawing at his bonds with a sharp shard. Mercer immediately released the two valets, whereupon the three of them repaired to the gun room on the ground floor. Arming himself and the others with three rifles, a shotgun, and a Webley .445 service revolver, Mercer led the way up the servants’ staircase to the upper floor, where he and the other two intrepid servants accosted the robbers.


In the ensuing gun battle two of the robbers were killed and one shot in the leg. The others escaped into the forest, and it is believed that at least one of them was wounded. One of the valets, Andrew Lamphier by name, received a bullet in the shoulder and is now recuperating in Queen Anne’s Hospital and Infirmary in Nottingham.


The robbers fled without any of the items they had attempted to steal, although a small Mycenaean vase dating from the fourth century B.C. was found shattered in the grass. The Nottinghamshire police believe that the remaining culprits will shortly be apprehended.


Baron Thornton-Hoxbary declined to release the names of his houseguests, stating he did not wish to add notoriety to injury, but it is believed that among the guests were the Duke and Duchess of Pennaugh and Sir Arthur Sullivan, the noted composer. It is not known in what way, if any, this outrage is related to the series of robberies of great homes that have plagued the countryside around the East Midlands for the past year. Readers of The Standard will remember our account of the daring robbery at Cramden Pimms, the Nottinghamshire estate of Lord Chaut, in March of this year, when thieves broke in through a window in the middle of the night and made off with several important jewels including the so-called Bain of Thorncroft, a twenty-carat imperial topaz, believed to be the world’s largest, owned by the Marchioness of Cleves, who was a houseguest of His Lordship at the time.


Professor Moriarty, quondam holder of the Thales Chair of Mathematics at Midlothian University, is well regarded in mathematical and astronomical circles for his monography The Dynamics of an Asteroid. What information he is expected to supply the police in regard to this unfortunate affair is unknown.


* * *


UNIDENTIFIED BODY FOUND IN THAMES


Special to The Standard


Friday 11 July 1890


On Thursday evening at about 8:30 P.M. an unclad and severely mutilated body was found floating in the Thames River below Blackfriars Bridge. Dr. Phipps, the police surgeon, who was called out to examine the body, declared it to be that of a woman of between 18 and 25 years, who had been in the water for at least three days before she was found. Neither the woman’s identity nor the cause of her death has yet been established.





ONE



IN THE DOCK
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“If the law supposes that,” said Mr. Bumble… “the law is a ass—a idiot.”


CHARLES DICKENS


It seemed stifling hot to Benjamin Barnett, sitting in the rear of the courtroom, but Mr. Justice Hedge did not seem inclined to have any of the four oversized windows opened. In all the trials he had covered at the Old Bailey, Barnett did not remember ever seeing them opened. Barnett, owner and managing editor of the American News Service, sat in the back pew of the visitors’ gallery with his notebook open on his lap and a carefully sharpened Tiffman’s No. 2 lead pencil in his hand. Professor James Moriarty had just been brought up from the cells and taken his place in the dock. A tall man with a hawklike face and piercing eyes, the professor stood passively, his shoulders slightly hunched in his black frock coat, giving the impression that he was the only adult in a world—or at least a courtroom—of children. His trial as an accessory in the Widdersign murders had gone on for four days before it was given to the jury, and those good gentlemen had now been out for three. Now, at four thirty in the afternoon of the third day of deliberations, the judge had reconvened the court. The bewigged barristers had returned from wherever barristers go while awaiting a verdict, the judge had donned his red robes and assumed the seat of the Queen’s Justice, and the jury was filing in.


Mr. Justice Hedge waited until the last juror had taken his seat and then leaned forward on his elbows and tilted his head, the better to peer over his wire-rim eyeglasses. His gaze focused on the foreman. He frowned. “I received your note,” he said. “It’s been three days.”


“Are you absolutely sure?”


“We are, milord. Absolutely.”


“You can come to no agreement?”


There was a stir in the small audience, which was quelled by a stern glance from the judge. The foreman, a thin, small, nervous greengrocer with a large, red-veined nose that gave character to his otherwise pinched and undistinguished face, nodded vigorously. “Yes, milord. That’s so, milord.” He clenched his hands into fists and thrust them behind his back to keep from fidgeting. “As you say, we’ve been at it for three days, milord, and we don’t seem to be getting nowheres at all.”


“I suppose, then, that giving you a few more hours to consider would be of no help?”


“No, milord.”


“Or another”—his lordship grimaced—“day or two?”


“No, milord.”


“You understand the charge?”


“Yes, milord.”


“You all, singly and collectively, understand and agree,” His Lordship began, pushing his glasses farther up on his nose, “that if the defendant, James Moriarty, has, as charged, been responsible for planning the robbery at Lord Hoxbary’s country manor house known as Widdersign, he is perforce therefore as guilty as any of the felons who were actually present at the scene of the crime?”


“We does, milord.”


“And that, as the robbery resulted in the taking of human life, the defendant would be as guilty of the crime of murder as the one who fired the shot, even though he was not actually present at the time the crime was committed?”


“Yes, milord.”


“And even though the victims happened to be two of the criminals?”


“Yes, milord, your lordship has gone over that quite thoroughly. At first some of us had trouble seeing the justice in that, but your argument was quite persuasive. We has no longer any problem with that.”


“You’re quite sure?”


“Yes, milord.”


“Perhaps if I had some of the testimony read back to you?”


The foreman looked horrified and responded quickly, “We don’t have no dispute over the testimony, milord, nor any questions pertaining to it.”


“I see.” Mr. Justice Hedge paused to adjust his wig, which had recently adopted the annoying habit of inching its way forward until his forehead completely disappeared. “Well then,” he said, peering down at the foreman as though the poor man were a hedge flower of some unexpected and particularly undesirable color. “What does seem to be the problem?”


“Well, milord, we can’t agree as to whether or not he did that he is charged with, based on the evidence as we’ve heard it, is what it comes down to, milord. He may have done, but there’s some as thinks he may not have done.”


“By ‘he’ I assume you mean the prisoner at the bar,” the judge specified, glancing down at the court stenographer.


“Yes, milord. The defendant, Professor Moriarty, that’s who we mean.”


Mr. Justice Hedge pushed his glasses back into place with a forefinger and glared at Moriarty. “It would seem I have no choice but to declare a mistrial. Three days and no verdict. Unheard of.”


Barnett scribbled “unheard of” on his pad and underlined it. He would have to arrange to visit Moriarty, who had been a friend and mentor to him in the not-too-distant past, and see if there was any assistance he could offer. Anything, he thought wryly, short of arranging a prison break. That, Barnett was sure, the professor could manage on his own.


The Honorable Eppsworth, QC, appearing for the prosecution, rose and fingered the lapel of his judicial gown. “I would like to move, milord, that a mistrial be declared.”


“It would seem I have little choice,” said his lordship.


Sir Humphrey Lowenbog, appearing for the defense, rose and bowed gravely, if briefly, toward the judge. “If it please your lordship,” he said, “my client Professor Moriarty and I would be quite willing to spare the crown the expense and trouble of a new trial. A directed verdict would suffice, I would say.”


“A directed verdict?”


“Yes, milord. Of not guilty, milord.”


Mr. Justice Hedge leaned back in his judicial chair and glowered down at the bewigged barrister. “I’m glad to see, Sir Humphrey, that you have not lost your sense of humor during these proceedings.”


Professor Moriarty turned in the dock to look up at the gallery. He took a pair of pince-nez glasses from the breast pocket of his jacket and polished the lenses with a piece of flannel while he studied the faces of those who had been studying his back.


“I would like to suggest,” said the Honorable Eppsworth, “that a new trial date be set for as soon as practicable.”


“I would think so,” said Mr. Justice Hedge. “I doubt whether we could possibly get a second jury so blind to the obvious.” He slammed his gavel down on the bench before him. “This case is closed, a mistrial is declared, this jury”—he paused to glare at the jury—“is discharged. Their names will be stricken from the rolls. The clerk will set a new court date.”


Moriarty put the pince-nez back in his pocket as his eyes met those of Benjamin Barnett in the gallery. He nodded ever so slightly and turned back to face the judge.


Sir Humphrey took a half step forward. “I would like to renew the matter of bail for my client, milord.”


“Humor, Sir Humphrey,” said Mr. Justice Hedge severely, “can be taken only so far.”


Barnett closed his notebook and rose. So there would be another trial. That brief nod from the professor was surely a sign that Moriarty wished to see him, he reflected. He would visit the prison as soon as possible. If there was any way he could help, he would certainly do so. Barnett’s knowledge of Moriarty, gained from two years working with the man and being privy to at least some of his secrets, told him that Moriarty was almost certainly not guilty of this particular crime. However, guilt or innocence was not a part of this equation. There was a question of honor involved. Moriarty had done as much for Barnett once, and from an Ottoman prison at that. Barnett’s wife, Cecily, might not see it in quite the same way, he realized—women tended to think of “honor” as a man’s excuse for behaving like a child. Barnett exited thoughtfully onto Newgate Street.





TWO



MOLLIE’S
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Come, give us a taste of your quality.


SHAKESPEARE


It had been Saturday, September 13, 1890, for four hours, but Friday took a long time dying at the gentlemen’s establishment known as Mollie’s, a three-story white brick building at 33 Gladston Square, London. The last client had been ushered out, except for a marquis and a colonel of the Guards, who were using the establishment as a residence for the night, and five loo players of various ranks and stations in an upstairs room who probably wouldn’t be staggering out into the chill, damp fog until sometime Tuesday. The maids were gathering the soiled bed linens to be washed and ironed, the glasses to be scoured, the bottles to be rinsed and returned to the vintners, and the various frilly garments and special costumes to be cleaned, examined, and repaired if necessary. The filles de joie were enjoying the luxury of sleeping alone.


Then suddenly there came a tapping as of someone strongly rapping, rapping at the outer door.


“A bit late for visitors,” muttered the porter. “Or a bit early, if it comes to that.” He slid open the eye slot and peered out. The orange-white glow of the gaslight above the door showed two men in evening clothes standing outside clutching their silk hats in their gloved hands: a thin young man with muttonchop whiskers and the appearance of studied solemnity; and an older, thicker one with a bushy brush mustache and a touch of humor in his ruddy face.


“Closed for the night,” the porter called out to them. “Come back tomorrow—or later today, as it happens. Say along about three in the afternoon. Glad to see you gentlemen then, I’m sure.”


The young, thin gentleman brought his eye close to the eye slot. “Sorry to bother you, my man,” he said. “We’re here to retrieve Baron Renfrew. He’s late for his next, um, engagement. Has he changed his plans? Is he spending the night? Could we speak with him, if you don’t mind?”


“Baron Renfrew, is it then?” the porter asked. “Well then, come into the parlor, gentlemen.” He pulled the door open and escorted them to the front room. “You just wait here for a minute, and I’ll fetch Miss Mollie.”


No more than three minutes later Mollie Cobby, fair, buxom, fast approaching forty, and pleasant to look at from the red silk ribbons in her dark hair to the black satin slippers on her feet, came through the inner door, tying the cord of her silk wrap firmly around her waist. “What’s all this?” she cried. “The baron left these premises more than an hour ago, I believe—it might be two hours even. And what might you be wanting with him at this time of the morning, if I may ask?”


“Left, has he?” asked the younger one, pursing his lips and brushing his nose thoughtfully with the tips of his fingers.


“Sorry, miss,” said the older one with the thick brush mustache, jumping to his feet and standing as ramrod straight as a sergeant on parade. “I’m Mr. Mortimer, and my associate here’s Mr. Pellew. We don’t mean to be a bother, indeed we don’t. But the baron’s coach has been awaiting the baron in the mews, horse, coachman, and all, for these past five hours, and the baron has not appeared in its vicinity. If you could tell us just when he left, or where he was headed, we would be most appreciative. It’s our job, you see, to look after the baron, and it’s as much as our job is worth to lose track of him. Sadly, he’s not always thoughtful enough to enumerate his comings and goings before he comes and goes.”


Mollie looked at them thoughtfully. “You’re a pair of his watchdogs, then? Why didn’t you come inside all this time and wait in comfort, such as it is? Like that Mr., ah, Fetch, who follows him about everywhere.”


Mr. Mortimer smiled. “We’re his outside watchdogs, miss.”


“Speaking of which,” said Mr. Pellew, “where is the aforesaid Mr. Fetch?” He peered about the room as though he expected Fetch to spring up from some chest or cabinet like clockwork.


“Why a young, handsome gentleman like the baron needs to be guarded and escorted hither and yon is more than I know,” Mollie said. “P’raps you could explain it to me.”


“It’s just the way of things, ma’am,” Mr. Pellew said, spreading his arms wide in explanation.


“It’s his mother, you see,” added Mr. Mortimer, “and his grandmama. They don’t want to know just what he’s doing, if you see what I mean, but they don’t want him to get into any trouble while doing it.”


“Well,” Mollie said, shaking her head. “That’s as may be, I suppose.”


“You say he’s gone?” asked Mr. Pellew. “And Mr. Fetch with him? Do you know just when they left?”


“I don’t keep a watch on my gentlemen callers,” Mollie said severely, dropping primly down onto the couch and waving the two men into seats.


“Not even to receive, ah, recompense?” suggested Mortimer, cautiously settling into an overstuffed chair.


“Come now,” Mollie said severely. “Do you think we’re a gaggle of streetwalkers in here?”


Mortimer considered the question and decided not to say just what it was he thought.


“So you don’t keep track of the comings and goings of your guests?” Pellew asked, cocking his head to one side and peering at her like a sparrow inspecting a beetle.


“Only as it happens in the course of providing for their amusement,” Mollie told him. “The porter sees them in, but there’s a side door by which they may depart, if they’ve a mind to. At the end of the evening the girls tell me what, ah, services have been provided, and it’s put to the gentleman’s account.”


“So you can’t say for sure that the baron and Mr. Fetch have indeed left, is that so?”


Mollie shifted nervously in her seat. “I didn’t see them leave, if that’s what you mean, but it was some time past. I was in the upstairs hall, it must be a good hour ago, and Mr. Fetch was no longer in his chair outside the room. And when Mr. Fetch is gone from the hall, it stands to reason that Baron Renfrew is gone from the room.”


“Excuse me?” asked Mr. Mortimer.


“Mr. Fetch, like a faithful dog—perhaps that’s why he’s called Fetch, do you suppose?—always waits outside his master’s door. I have no notion of what he fancies he’s guarding his master from, but he’s quite earnest about it. One of the girls once offered to entertain him in her room while he was waiting, as an act of kindness, you might say, but he would have none of it. Very serious and dedicated, Mr. Fetch. Nancy was quite put out. No one had ever turned her down before; it’s usually her what does the turning down. So we give him a comfy chair and a bit of fizz from the gasogene, with just a touch of brandy to take away the nasty taste, as he says, and there he sits until the baron emerges.”


Mortimer nodded. “I see,” he said.


“So, since Mr. Fetch is gone, the baron likewise must have emerged.”


“But you didn’t actually see him leave?”


“I can’t say I did, no.”


“Did anyone?”


Mollie sighed. “It’s quite late. Most of the girls are asleep.”


Mr. Pellew sat primly on the red plush sofa behind him and began absently playing with one of the tassels that formed a fringe around the sofa’s edge. “With which young lady was the baron spending the evening?” he inquired. “Perhaps we could speak with her.”


Mollie pushed herself to her feet. “Needs must as wants will, I always say.” She sighed once more and shook her head sadly and left the room.


Half a minute later they heard her scream.


Mortimer and Pellew jumped to their feet and rushed upstairs, followed closely by the porter, who brandished a great oak cudgel that had mysteriously appeared in his hand. The screams stopped as they reached the long, dimly lit hallway, but doors were opening and the young ladies of the establishment, their flannel nightgowns held tightly around them against the draft, were peering cautiously out. At the end of the hallway one of the loo players, cards in hand, had emerged from the cardroom and was sniffing the air cautiously. Fire was a constant worry in these old buildings. Seeing nothing of that sort amiss, the man retreated back into the cardroom with one last aggravated sniff and a muttered “Women!” and slammed the door.


Several of the girls had gathered around one of the open doors. Mortimer paused to turn up the gas on a wall sconce near the door, and bright white light from the mantle filled the hallway. The bedroom was a rectangle about fourteen by twenty feet, holding an oversized bed, a nondescript night table, a drop-front bureau in the style of Queen Anne, a rose-colored wardrobe with a frieze of somber angels painted around the top, and a washstand with a porcelain washbasin. A colored etching of a schooner in a windstorm, an oil painting of a cow, and two framed mirrors hung on the walls, which were otherwise covered with a flocked wallpaper in a tulip pattern.


A girl lay stretched out on the bed, and Miss Mollie was bending over her. The light from the hall bouncing off the mirrors onto the walls and ceiling cast weird reflections around the room and kept most of it in deep shadow as the men entered, and for a second it seemed that mysterious half-seen entities were gliding about in the unlit corners.


A shaft of light illuminated the face of the girl, a pretty, freckled-faced young redhead. She lay on her back, naked, with a sheet thrown over her middle for modesty, her hands and feet spread apart and tied with some sort of thick satin cord to the four bedposts. Some trick of the lighting seemed to cast a dark shadow across the sheet.


“I didn’t know our master was a devotee of the Marquis de Sade,” remarked Mr. Mortimer quietly.


“Let us not dwell on this,” said Pellew, turning away and gazing earnestly at another part of the room. “Untie the girl, Miss Mollie, and I’ll see that she gets an extra two—no, five—pounds for her, ah, trouble.”


“Rose, she called herself,” Mollie said without looking up. “Because of her coloring, if you see what I mean; red hair, red cheeks. Rose.”


“Called herself?”


One of the girls in the hall lit a second gas mantle, which threw more light on the bed. Mortimer stepped closer and peered over Mollie’s shoulder. Rose’s eyes stared sightlessly at the mirrored ceiling. Her mouth was open, her lips shaped into an oval O—an eternal silent scream of horror. A deep gash splayed open her too-white skin from her throat down between her breasts and disappeared beneath the sheet. What had seemed a dark shadow across the middle of the bed was a pool of slowly congealing blood.


“Well, I’ll be…” began Mortimer, taking an involuntary step backward, his hand across his mouth. After a few moments of silent gulping, he managed, “What a horrible thing! Horrible!”


Pellew turned back and stepped closer to the bed to examine the carnage. “Awful, indeed,” he said. “Tragic. Such concentrated fury attacking this poor girl. I haven’t seen anything like this since—well, for some time.” He turned to Mortimer. “You don’t think this could be the work of… our master… do you?” he asked in an undertone. “There were… rumors… at the time, I remember.”


“Bosh,” said Mortimer. “Then and now—bosh! Don’t believe it for an instant. Something horrible has happened here, but you can’t think that… the baron… had aught to do with it.”


“Well, where is he, then?” asked Pellew, peering around the room.


Suddenly Mollie screamed once more and jumped back from the bed. “Something grabbed my leg!” she shrieked.


The gaggle of girls gathered in the hallway outside shrieked in sympathy, then shrieked again as an arm emerged from beneath the bed, its hand reaching… reaching…


Mortimer and Pellew jumped for the arm and pulled. It was attached to a wizened little man in a white shirt and black breeches who slid out from under the bed and lay prone and motionless on the floor. The girls shrieked once more.


“Why, it’s Mr. Fetch,” Mollie said, peering down at the man.


Fetch opened his eyes and blinked at the light. “Where am I?” he croaked, rolling over. “What happened?”


“Never mind that,” Mr. Mortimer said severely. “Where’s the baron?”


Fetch tried to sit up but lay back down with a weak groan. “I was bumped,” he said. “Banged. Bopped aside the head. Something grabbed me from behind, and—oww!” He had tried to touch the spot above his left ear where the damage had been done, but the pain was too great.


“What sort of something hit you?” Mollie asked.


One of the girls outside the door put her hand to her mouth. “Ghosts and ghoulies,” she whispered in a loud and earnest whisper. “There’s strange things walks these corridors at night.”


“Mighty strange,” one of the other girls agreed. “I have felt their presence as a cold, clammy hand on my back in the dark!”


“None stranger than yourself, Gladys Plum,” Mollie said severely. “Go back to your rooms now, all of you, and stop frightening each other, or you’ll be feeling my cold hand where it’ll do some good.”


The cluster of young women looked at her wide-eyed and made no attempt to move.


“Where is your master?” Mortimer repeated, bending over the prostrate Fetch. “Where is the baron?”


“Don’t know,” Fetch mumbled. “Where am I?”


Mollie squatted on the balls of her feet next to Fetch. “You’re in Rose’s room,” she told him. “Until moments ago you were under Rose’s bed.”


Moving his head gingerly, Fetch looked around the room. “I was?” he asked, wonderingly. “What was I doing there? Where’s the baron got to, then?”


“Wait!” Mortimer said. “What’s that sound?”


“Sound?” Pellew straightened up and looked searchingly around the room.


“Be quiet and listen,” Mortimer instructed, holding his forefinger to his lips.


They listened silently for a few moments. A couple of the girls in the hall giggled nervously, but Mollie looked sternly at them and all giggles subsided.


“What sort of sound?” Mollie whispered.


“It’s a sort of soft scratching, thumping, sobbing sort of sound,” Mortimer said. “Coming from…” He looked around him, trying to locate the sound. “There it is again, but I cannot tell where it’s coming from.”


Mollie lifted her eyes to the ceiling and held her breath. “I do hear it,” she said. She waved a finger around the room like a compass needle gone wild and then steadied it to point to the wardrobe. “There,” she said. “It comes from there.”


Pellew tiptoed over to the wardrobe with exaggerated caution and paused in front of the door to look back at Mortimer. Mortimer nodded and, standing behind him, the porter raised high his cudgel.


Pellew stood to the side of the wardrobe and yanked at the door handle—with no effect. He yanked again and again it did not budge, but this time a loud squeal emerged from inside the wardrobe.


Pellew frowned and, moving in front of the door, took the ornate round knob firmly in both hands. Spreading his legs to brace his feet against the sides of the wardrobe, he yanked again with all his might. There was a creaking and a snapping and the door flew open, throwing Pellew onto his back in an undignified sprawl.


In the wardrobe were hanging a few frocks and jackets, a teal blue velvet cloth coat, and a red silk dressing gown with Japanese pretensions. Crouched under the dressing gown in as tight a ball as she could manage was a small girl in a frilly white chemise, her pert round face wet with tears and red with the long effort at suppressing a scream—a series of screams—that now began to tumble forth.


Mollie squinted at the girl and took a step forward. “Here now, here now, Pamela,” she said sharply. “Let’s have none of that. You must control yourself. Whatever were you doing in the wardrobe? You must take a deep breath and control yourself.”


Pamela gulped and stopped sobbing long enough to take a deep breath, then broke out into a fresh paroxysm of sobs.


Mortimer moved up and took the girl in his arms, patting her sympathetically if awkwardly on the back. “There, there,” he said. “I have a gel at home just about your age, maybe a peck younger. You mustn’t upset yourself so. What were you doing in the wardrobe?”


Pamela sobbed.


“Were you there while… it… happened?” Pellew asked. “Whatever it was? Take a deep breath, now.”


Pamela looked at him, took a deep breath, and sobbed.


“I don’t think,” Mollie said, “that deep breathing is going to help.”


Mortimer took an oversized white handkerchief from his jacket pocket and wiped off Pamela’s moist face. “So it would seem,” he agreed.


“I’ll take her into her room,” Mollie said, gathering the girl into her own arms. “We’ll talk to her later, after she’s had a chance to… whatever it is she needs to do.”


Mr. Mortimer looked at Mr. Pellew, and Mr. Pellew looked at Mr. Mortimer. “Go for the specials,” Mortimer told Pellew. “I’ll stay here and do what can be done.”


“Put someone at each door,” Pellew said.


“Of course,” Mortimer agreed, “but I fear the horse is long gone.”


“What horse?” Mollie demanded. “What specials?”


“The Special Household Branch of the CID, at Scotland Yard, ma’am,” Mortimer told her. “There’s nothing for it, I’m afraid. There’s been murder done, and His—ah, Baron Renfrew is missing.”


“What household?” Mollie squealed, her hands flying up to her face. “I don’t want the rozzers in here,” she protested, looking around wildly as though she expected them to jump through the window any second.


“Oh, these aren’t the regular police,” Mortimer assured her. “This is a very discreet group of gentlemen specially trained to handle situations like this. Mr. Pellew will take our coach and fetch them. Will you please see that all outer doors are secured?”


“Situations like what?” Mollie asked. “Just what is this’ere Special Household Branch?”


“Go, Mr. Pellew,” Mr. Mortimer said, taking charge with a firm hand. “See to the door, if you please, Miss Mollie. All will be revealed to you in the fullness of time. Which in the present case will probably be within the next half hour, I should say.”


Mr. Pellew trotted off down the corridor, the cluster of girls parting before him like the Red Sea before Moses. If, Pellew thought, a religious simile wasn’t too inappropriate at a time like this.


“I say!” a voice bellowed from down the hall. “Will you girls please keep it down? We’re trying to play cards in here!”





THREE



INDECISION
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Pleasure is nothing else but the intermission of pain.


JOHN SELDEN


Mummer Tolliver, Professor Moriarty’s diminutive assistant, perched precariously on the seat of the green damask armchair in the Barnetts’ sitting room. His small patent-leather-shod feet swung to and fro viciously, a visual counterpoint to the sharp anger in his voice as he spoke.


“You got in to see the professor, is what,” he said.


“Just barely,” Benjamin Barnett admitted from the depths of his overstuffed easy chair.


“But they won’t let me see him, is what,” Mummer continued, “and they wouldn’t pass along the bundle of necessaries what I had brought for him. ‘Concerned for his safety,’ they says. Me, what’s been the professor’s confidant and midget-of-all-work for the better part of two decades. And it ain’t just me what they’re so-called protecting him from. Mr. Maws is upset ’cause they won’t let him bring no cleaned and starched and pressed clothes to the professor. It ain’t right is what he says for the professor to be without his shirts and collars and suchwhats. And if it comes to that, it ain’t right is what I says.”


“Mr. Maws?” Barnett’s wife, Cecily, looked up from her seat at the writing desk between the tall front windows. “Oh yes, the professor’s butler.”


“Butler and facto-te-tum and bodyguard when such is called for—not that the professor can’t take care of ’imself in a scrap.”


“The authorities are making it quite difficult to get in to visit the professor,” Barnett agreed. “Special forms from the Home Office, special permission from the governor of the prison, neither of which they seem inclined to pass along easily. It took them four days to process my request, and I’m a journalist.”


“Yes, well, I’m a midget,” said the mummer. “Ain’t midgets got no rights in this’ere queendom?”


Cecily raised an eyebrow. “Queendom?”


“Stands to reason, don’t it?” said the mummer. “T’ain’t nary a kingdom at the present moment, is it?”


“No, t’ain’t,” Cecily agreed.


“Even when I got to see the professor,” Barnett expanded, “they didn’t make it easy. They brought me into a tiny stone-walled room with a guard at the door—inside the door, mind you, and sat me across from him at a wooden table that was screwed to the floor. And the chairs—they also were fastened in place. Which place was too far from the table to comfortably write or whatever. A truly large guard stood between us and glowered down at us as we talked. The professor was wearing manacles, which the guards refused to remove. And they searched me twice—at the inner gate and then again at the door to the room. I had to empty my pockets. I was allowed to bring in nothing but my notebook and a pencil. Only one pencil, mind you. I was worried the whole time that the point would break while I took notes.”


“I could’ve been a journalist,” the mummer said. “I wrote something once. It concerned a large fish.” He stared at the wall glumly, as though the experience were one he didn’t want to think about any further.


“I thought persons awaiting trial were permitted visitors,” Cecily said.


“Some are and some are not,” Barnett told her. “The professor, for some reason, is one of the are-nots.”


“A jellyfish,” the mummer expanded.


Cecily paused in her note writing, her pen poised to continue. “Why, do you suppose, they’re making it so difficult to see him?”


“What I think,” the mummer offered, “is they’re afraid he’ll blow the quad and depart for a spot what offers more room to move about. P’raps they think I’ll smuggle him out in my knapsack.”


Cecily smiled at the image. “You have a knapsack?” she asked.


“O’course,” the mummer said. “I has to have a place to carry about my whatnots and doodads, don’t I?”


“Of course,” Cecily agreed.


“There are those who would like to get a glimpse of my whatnots,” the mummer said darkly, “but I can tell a hawk from a handsaw.”


Cecily smiled. “Good for you,” she said.


Barnett got up and began pacing the floor. He stared thoughtfully at the ceiling, remembering the bizarre conditions under which he had first met Moriarty. Some six years earlier Sultan Abdul Hamid, the second of that name, had been considering purchasing the Garrett-Harris submersible boat for use in his navy. The New York World had sent Benjamin Barnett, its ace foreign correspondent, to Constantinople to report on the craft’s sea trials. Barnett had first encountered Moriarty running down a street in Stamboul with a gang of street toughs in close pursuit. Barnett and Lieutenant Sefton, a British naval officer, had rescued the professor, who thanked them for their assistance although, he assured them, he could have handled the situation quite well on his own. Shortly thereafter Sefton had been murdered, and the Ottoman authorities had decided in their wisdom that Barnett was guilty. Professor Moriarty had rescued Barnett from an Osmanli dungeon, where he was awaiting trial. Despite his innocence it was probable that when the authorities finally got around to trying him, the wheels of the sultan’s justice would have ground him fine.


A year later, while Barnett was working for Moriarty in London, he first met his beloved Cecily. He owed much to Professor Moriarty, a debt he felt he could never adequately repay. “If the professor needs help—” he began.


“Did he say so?” Cecily asked.


“No, as a matter of fact, he didn’t, but then it would have been difficult with the Cardiff Giant sitting between us.”


“He’ll find some way to let us know, to tell us what he wants us to do,” Cecily said firmly. “If you try to interfere blindly, you’ll probably only make a mess of things.”


Barnett paused before the sofa and sighed. Why is it, he wondered, that when a woman marries a man she immediately loses all respect for his intelligence and ability? The thought that perhaps she never had any such respect in the first place crossed his mind, but he thrust it out again. “Mummer’s probably right,” he said, resuming his pacing. “The prison authorities are taking precautions against the professor’s reputed omniscience. They’re afraid he’s going to escape.”


“As well they should be,” the mummer observed.


“Sometimes,” Cecily reflected, “having a reputation for being clever works against one’s best interests.” She turned back to her note writing.


“The professor usually don’t tootle his own flute,” the mummer said, “but there’s others what tootle it for him. So he’s got a reputation among the villainous classes for knowing everything what there is to know, which is pretty much on the square, and for doing everything what gets done, many of which he wouldn’t nohow touch.”


“The whole thing is ridiculous, of course,” Barnett said. “To think Moriarty could have done such a thing—been so stupid—it’s ridiculous.”


Cecily put her pen down carefully on the blotter and took a deep breath. “Stop pacing,” she said. “You make me nervous.”


“Sorry.” Barnett flopped down onto the sofa.


“I know you owe him a lot,” Cecily said, “but even you must admit that he has at times, let us say, performed acts that are contrary to the laws of Her Majesty’s Government. What makes you so sure he wasn’t involved in that Widdersign idiocy?”


The mummer left the chair and dropped to his feet before Barnett had a chance to reply. “No way!” the little man asserted. “It ain’t his sort of lay at all!”


Cecily turned to him. “Well then, what makes you so sure?”


“Well, for one thing, I’d know if the professor were involved, wouldn’t I? He and me, we ain’t got no secrets from each other. At least none of a pro-as-it-were-fessional nature. Besides, the busies have it that he planned this here Widdersign job, and he don’t plan no such sloppy plans. If he had planned the job, those who was supposed to be tied up would right enough have stayed tied up—you can bank on it.”


“I think you’re right, Mummer,” Barnett mused.


Cecily cocked her head to the side like a curious sparrow. “So it’s not his honesty or morality but his proficiency that makes you think him innocent?” she asked.


Barnett considered for a second. “That’s right,” he agreed, “and I’d say it’s a much more reliable indicator. What can one really know of another’s degree of honesty or morality? Tell me that.”


Cecily smiled again. “What indeed?” she agreed. “How did the professor seem when you saw him?”


Barnett thought for a moment. “Gray,” he said, “and, I don’t know, stolid. As if he wasn’t going to let any of this bother him, but it took considerable effort to manage it.”


“What did you discuss?” Cecily asked.


“We didn’t so much discuss,” Barnett said. “The professor spoke, I listened. He told me his side of the case.” He stood up and began pacing again. “Well, no, not his side so much as what he thought must have happened. Since he wasn’t actually involved, he said, there were a certain number of assumptions in what he told me, but it was the most logical way for it to have happened.”


“There, you see?” The mummer hopped to his feet. “What was it he said? And what do he want us to do about it?”


“If there was anything he wanted me to do, he couldn’t tell me because the guards were right there in the room and whatever he said would get right back to the prosecution.”


“So just what did he say?” Cecily asked.


“And how did he look?” the mummer added. “He looked like he was losing weight when I seen him in court.”


“He looked fine,” Barnett told the mummer. “He told me that he hadn’t done it, in case I had any doubts, and that he couldn’t determine why Esterman was lying.”


“Esterman?” Cecily asked.


“The surprise witness,” Barnett told her.


“Was he one of the robbers?”


“Not likely!” said the mummer. “He ain’t steady enough to make an honest robber. I seen him on the stand, twitchin’ and blinkin’, and then, when he was answering questions, turning to stare steadylike at the jury with every syllable what came out of his mouth.”


“I’ve always thought,” said Cecily, “that a steady gaze is the sign of an honest soul.”


“That’s what they sez,” the mummer agreed. “And they sez it often enough so every swindler and liar and two-peg sit-down man in the world has learned to stare you right in the mug when he’s busy lying to you. Nothing breeds confi-blinking-dence like when the bloke’s staring you right in the mug.”


“There were six men in the gang that assaulted Widdersign,” Barnett explained to Cecily.


Cecily sighed. “I guess you’d better tell me about it,” she said, “as it involves the professor, and I do care about the professor. Also, it looks as though it’s going to involve you, and I—you know.”


“Yes,” Barnett said. He rubbed the side of his nose with his index finger, a gesture he had discovered helped clarify his thoughts, and picked up his notebook. “Two of the robbers were killed in the, ah, fracas,” he began, flipping through the notebook to find the right page. “One was wounded and captured, and the other three escaped into the forest with little to show for the escapade except, it is believed, a particularly fine topaz necklace belonging to Lady Hoxbary. On the other hand, Lady Hoxbary may have merely mislaid the necklace; she has been known to do so before.”


“And the wounded man?” Cecily asked.


“A few number-eight shotgun pellets in the leg,” Barnett told her. “Fully recovered by the start of trial.”


“He’ll never fly again,” the mummer offered. “He walks with a bit of a limp, which he was glad to display and, if you was to ask me, exaggerate for the jury, when he come to give testimony.”


“He gave testimony against Professor Moriarty?”


“Well, he had to, didn’t he?” asked the mummer.


“He pled guilty,” Barnett explained, “and received a lighter sentence for informing on his companions.”


“Ten years in quod, it were,” expanded Tolliver. “Seeing as how he could have swung, like as what they’re trying to do to the professor, I’d say he come off it pretty light. Particularly as how he couldn’t do all that much informing on account of which he didn’t know who any of them were. Or so he said. My sources,” the mummer went on, tapping the side of his nose suggestively, “had it that the prosecutor offered to go even lighter on him if he could somehow produce some of the swag from the earlier robberies, no questions asked, as it were.”


“I didn’t know you had sources,” said Barnett.


“I has my nose to the wheel,” Tolliver explained.


“Any ‘swag’ in particular?” asked Cecily.


“A good question,” said the mummer, “and it would seem that the answer is ‘indeed so.’ The Marchioness of Cleves, whose husband is some biggywig in Her Majesty’s Government, is anxious to get her bauble back.”


“The, ah, Bain of Thorncroft,” Barnett remembered. “A big topaz.”


“Twenty carats,” said Cecily, who had a fondness for jewelry and an impressive knowledge thereof. “Possibly the world’s largest imperial topaz.”


“What makes it imperial?” Barnett asked.


“Its color mostly. This one is a sort of pinkish orange.”


“So,” the mummer went on, “this’ere robber, Manxman Benny by name, he cops a plea, but he don’t give the rozzers anything for it they can chew on—except the professor.”


“The authorities believed him?”


“It must’ve gone summat like this,” the mummer offered. He raised a hand in supplication and assumed a high, shrill voice, “‘Honest, Inspector, I can’t peach on any of me mates, ’cause I never seen them before the job, and I don’t know nothing about any other jobs, and I don’t know who they are when they’re at home. But I happen to know who the big boss is, and I’ll swallow my fear of his retri-as-it-were-bution and give you his name. Which is Professor James Moriarty. S’welp me, governor, that’s all I knows.’”


“And on that evidence they put the professor on trial?” Cecily asked incredulously.


“There was a bit of detail to add corroboration,” Barnett told her, “but basically, that was it.”


“Until the Honorable Eppsworth, what appeared for the prosecution, opened his sleeve and Esterman fell out,” the mummer expanded.


“Esterman’s the local publican,” Barnett explained. “Owns the Fox and Hare in Wedsbridge. He claims that Moriarty stayed there for two nights the week before the robbery. Signed the register with the name Bumbury. Moriarty, on the other hand, says he was never anywhere near Wedsbridge. On the nights in question he was at his observatory on the Moor, but the only one there with him was his caretaker, an old ticket-of-leave man named Wilcox, who testified to that effect. When asked by the prosecutor whether he would lie for Moriarty, he replied, ‘A’course I would,’ which sort of ruined the effect.”


“That’s what you get for telling the truth in this man’s world,” the mummer said darkly.


“Maybe not,” Cecily suggested. “After all, something hung that jury.”
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