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“MADAM, SURRENDER YOUR POSIES!”


I raised my voice and brandished my cane as I said it, as if to proclaim, “I am John Watson! A doctor! A man of worth and station! Would you dare to refuse me my desire? Would you?”


My flower-girl opponent was unimpressed. She raised an eyebrow, stuck out a hip and laughed. “I’ll surrender more than that, guv’na.”


“No. I don’t want more than that. I thought I made it especially clear. I want your flowers.”


“Yeah… me flowers…”


“No! Well… yes… but from your tone I can tell that we are still discussing two very different transactions. Honestly, I want the actual flowers. Those blooms. Those posies. Those colorful things you are holding in your left hand that grew on the tops of plants. That is what I want. How can I be more clear?”


“What, these?” she asked, pointing at the battered bouquet.


“Yes! Thank God, yes.”


“But… you just gave me two shillings.”


“I know.”


“Nobody pays two shillings for a handful of dead posies.”


“I did! Or anyway, I am certainly trying to.”


“No. Didn’t you realize what we was talking about?” she asked, pointing at her lap.


“I never was! This conversation has always regarded actual, real, in no way double-entendre-fied flowers! Now hand them over, if you please.”


“No!”


“Why the hell not?” I howled. A few heads turned. I drew forth my handkerchief, wiped some of the frustration sweat from my brow and tried again. “I apologize for my language, madam. But… why not?”


“Constables will run me off, if they sees me with no flowers! How can I be a flower girl if I ain’t holdin’ flowers?”


“How can you be a flower girl if you refuse to sell flowers?”


For an instant, it looked as if I were to have a particularly saucy answer to that, but her eye caught a flash of blue and she hissed, “Aww, bollocks! It’s the coppers.”


By the time the constable had reached us, every trace of annoyance was gone from her tone, replaced by sappy-sweet coquettishness. She gave a clumsy curtsey and cooed, “Ooh… Hallo, Tony.”


“Wot’s all this, then?” Constable Tony wanted to know.


“Constable, I am trying to purchase flowers from this young lady, here.”


“Gaw! And you just up and admit it, to an officer of the law? I shall have to ask both of you to accompany me to the station, forthwith!”


“No. Please. I am not propositioning any indecent services. I wish to purchase those flowers, right there. How could that be illegal?”


A look of consternation crossed Constable Tony’s face and he turned to ask my flower girl, “Wot’s he talking about, Molly?”


“I dunno,” she shrugged. “He says he wants the actual flowers.”


“What, those?”


“Yes!” I cried.


“But Molly’s a prostitute, don’t you see?”


“Yes! But I don’t care! Those! Those flowers! That is what I want! That is what I paid for! Give them to me!”


Constable Tony recoiled from me. He scanned me from the top of my head to the tips of my shoes and back again, searching for any clue that would allow him to understand my peculiar fancies. Finally he grunted, “Well, you’re a right sick one, ain’t ya?”


* * *


Thank heaven for small mercies: there was a florist on the way home from the police station. I think it must have taken me almost an hour to make my case that trying to buy flowers from a flower girl was not yet a crime. At last, the sergeant on duty was forced to admit that I had broken no written law and that he was therefore compelled to release



me, but that he personally found my lifestyle disgusting and that I really ought to look to my eternal soul.


By the time I reached the florist, my hands were shaking such that I could hardly count out my coins. Despite my recent return to poverty, I bought as many flowers as I could carry. Funny, less than half a year before, I had been watching my funds dwindle and feared I would be unable to purchase food to sustain me. Now, though procuring edibles would soon become problematic, my chiefest worry was obtaining flowers.


What a horrible risk it was turning out to be. I’d given the police a false name and escaped before it was put to paper, but… simply trying to get flowers from a flower girl had brought my affairs before the law. If they’d had reason to examine my doings—or worse, my home—I’d have still been in custody, bound for the gallows.


I put my head down and headed back to 221B Baker Street. I was just mounting the stairs to my rooms, when a tiny, pink-clad whippet of a woman lunged forth and blocked my path.


“Aaugh! Mrs. Hudson!”


“Where is Holmes?”


“I’ve told you: he’s vacationing in the south of France.”


“Why’s he gone so long? He’s late with me rent.”


“He has assured me that the rent is on its way. Patience, Mrs. Hudson.”


I began pushing my armload of flowers up against her. If only I could drive her back with them, I could slip past her, up to my door.


“Yes, but where is Holmes, eh?” she protested, working her way around my floral shield, maneuvering to stay between myself and my flat.


“We’ve just been over that, Mrs. Hudson.”


“Well… What’s the idea with all these flowers, then? How many you got up there anyways? You been bringin’ armloads of ’em home for weeks. Me whole house stinks like rotting delphiniums!”


“Yes, so sorry, Mrs. Hudson. I am engaged in a botany experiment. Very important. Detective work, you know. Lives may hinge on its outcome. Though they may seem humble, these flowers are for science. Science!”


She stared up at me. Her hate was unguarded and unbounded.


“Er… except these…” I mumbled, selecting a little yellow nosegay, “these are for you.”


Her gaze wavered for just an instant, before she slapped the proffered pansies from my grasp. They careened to the floor and exploded into a sad little could of petals, stems and misplaced expectations.


“Yes… Well… Good day, Mrs. Hudson.”


With a final lunge, I flew clear of her and through the safety of my own door, which I flung shut against her.


“I want me rent!” cried her muffled voice from without.


“Yes. I know. Holmes though, don’t you see? South of France, and all that.”


I stood there, gasping for breath with my ear against the door. I tried to control my breathing, listening for Mrs. Hudson’s step upon the stairs. At last, she shuffled off. I



pressed my face amongst my hard-won flora and… wept? I could hardly tell. I was certainly shaking. Just as certainly despairing. I was lost once again. In the longer view, I had no idea what to do with my life, or even how to sustain it. At least, in the short view, I knew exactly what I must do.


I went into the smaller bedroom and began packing flowers around the rotting corpse of Warlock Holmes.


* * *


I was wakened by a long, rattling gasp.


“Stop it,” I said.


I nearly slid from my book pile. It was a sort of throne I had built myself in Holmes’s room as I realized just how much time I was spending in there. I had a few blankets on it and a handy side-table constructed of ancient tomes of unspeakable evil, upon which I often balanced a cup of tea.


I looked about, blearily. I could not tell the hour, but it must have been deep within the night. I could see out through Holmes’s door to the window in my own room. Outside, London was all but silent. The promise of dawn was some hours off, but by the sputtering light of the gas lamps, I could see an unseasonably late snow was falling. The lamp below my window cast ghostly shadows upon my ceiling as the flakes fell past.


I knew what was coming next. I did not relish it, but I leaned in to wait nonetheless. What if it didn’t come, you see? If it did not come then I was free. My guilt would be by no means assuaged and my future still uncertain, but I would be relieved of the terrible burden Holmes had



become. I got my stethoscope and placed it to his chest.


“Lub.”


And then, some twelve or fifteen seconds later, “Dub.”


The breath he had drawn fell back out, escaping betwixt his dried and shrunken lips.


“Stop it, I say! I have told you this before, Holmes: the dead do not breathe! Nor are they possessed of beating hearts! You’re doing it all wrong!”


Holmes had no rebuttal.


“I do not mean to be a complaining sort of fellow and I do not mean to harp upon your faults, but… can’t you do anything right? Even expire? Can’t you do that?”


Holmes remained pensively quiet, as had become his habit—one he’d formed shortly after I poisoned him, kicked fire in his face and shot him twice through the chest. Which had been partly his fault, if I’m honest. I mean, he’d been possessed by the spirit of Professor James Moriarty and had just claimed ownership of me. What was I supposed to have done?


“Look here, Holmes, I’m sorry for what I did. You know I am. But you mustn’t do this to me. Either you are dead, or you are not. Now, you haven’t moved in almost a month. Your front half is all dry and crackly. Your back half, down amongst the flowers, seems to have gone to juice and rot. I am positive that mattress is ruined. Ruined! You are clearly dead! So stop all this breathing nonsense, won’t you?”


Since castigation made no difference, I turned to cajoling.


“Just stop. As soon as that breath is gone, as soon as that heart is still, I can chop you up and sneak you out of here.



Won’t that be nice? I can bury you, then. Or burn you. Or throw you—chunk by chunk—into the Thames. Whatever you prefer. But our current position is untenable, Holmes. I need you to make up your mind, don’t you see?”


He didn’t see. His eyes were open, but they were shrunk back inside his head like tiny, month-old poached eggs.


We had reached our nightly impasse. I pulled the blankets up around my chin and settled back onto my throne. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see my own bed. I missed it, in a way. But I never slept there anymore.


* * *


At a quarter past eight in the morning I was woken again. A positive flurry of blows erupted upon my front door, along with a man’s deep voice calling, “Holmes! Holmes! For God’s sake, Warlock Holmes! Answer your door!”


I jerked into wakefulness, fell off my book-throne and blearily stammered, “Augh! Help! South of France!”


Gathering my wits somewhat, I stumbled towards the front room, calling, “I am sorry, sir. Warlock Holmes is unavailable at the moment. He is… indisposed.”


“Let me in, I say! I need him!”


“Unfortunately, Mr. Holmes is taking his holiday in the south of France and cannot be reached. So you see—”


“But he must help me!”


“He cannot help you. Warlock Holmes cannot help anybody right now!”


This did not dissuade my visitor, who began throwing



his whole weight against our door repeatedly, crying, “Please! Please! He must steal the Beryl Coronet from me! He’s the only man who can!”


“Yes, but as I’ve been telling you, he can’t. Now stop causing a scene, sir, and be on your way.”


“Don’t you see?” the man howled. “I have in my possession a powerful magical artifact. He has to steal it!”


“Well, he can’t.”


“He must steal my resurrection crown!”


“Your what?”


“Resurrection crown!”


“…”


“…”


“Won’t you come in?”


The gentleman’s name was Alexander Holder, which, he explained, was more than only a name. It was his family’s job, since antiquity. Once I had introduced myself as Warlock Holmes’s assistant (and the only help he was likely to get) he threw up his hands, violated sworn secrecy and told me all.


“My home is built over an ancient catacomb,” he said. “It is a magical place, deeply enchanted. Few can see it. Fewer can open it. As such, it has not been… overly subject to the rigors of the law. It’s safer than any bank. Moreover, it is good for storing things no reputable bank would touch. Mysterious things. Evil things. For centuries my family has been paid to guard this repository of secrets. Most people cannot even see the vault door. If it is closed, their gaze will slide away from it like water off wax. Even



if it could be found, it cannot be opened except by one who is Holder by blood and also by law. If a family member is stripped of his name or forsworn, he cannot open the vault. Oh, if only I had forsworn my son! If only!”


“Your own son? Why do you say so?” I asked.


“Because he stole from me!” Holder flung a battered black case onto my table and opened the catches. Within lay a circular depression lined with flesh-colored velvet. In this lay a broken gold fixture holding three black crystalline rocks. It was clearly a fragment of a larger whole. He took it out and set it on the table before me.


“Behold: the Beryl Coronet,” Holder announced, with a flourish.


“Well… clearly not,” I said.


“Yes, of course. Not all of it.”


“It occurs to me, Mr. Holder, that beryls are an amber-brown or green stone. These are black. Obsidian or jet, I should think.”


“Yes, yes. Normally beryls are green or amber—”


“So when you say, ‘Behold: the Beryl Coronet,’ what I think you mean is, ‘Behold: a broken bit of jewelry that contains no beryls.’”


“Look here, I’m getting to all of that,” he harrumphed. “But the important thing is: you have heard of the Beryl Coronet, I trust?”


Of course I had. It was not one of the official crown jewels, but it was the next best thing. Its sudden disappearance some two hundred and thirty years earlier was still the stuff of national interest.


“It’s King Arthur’s crown, they say.”


“So I have heard,” Holder replied, with a shrug. “He had it from the fairies, if you believe that sort of thing. All the beryls were green, then. When he died at the Battle of Badon Hill, his knights bore him to the edge of a sacred lake. There came a boat crewed by maidens in black hoods which took him away, into the mists. But, as Sir Bedivere chronicles, the ferry returned some moments later. The chief of these ladies told the knights that Arthur was no longer dead, but would return to lead them some day. She gave Bedivere this crown. One of the thirty-nine beryls had gone black.”


“So… the color of the gems has something to do with resurrection?”


“It is thought that each gem holds a powerful, life-giving spell,” said Holder. “When the spell is cast, the magic is exhausted and one beryl burns itself black. But it’s a difficult thing to get it to work, you see. Despite repeated efforts, only seven of the beryls have ever been used—and that includes King Arthur’s. Until last night, this crown was whole and contained thirty-two green beryls and seven black. The current owner has had the most success with the thing, having blackened three beryls himself.”


“And this current owner is…?”


“Professor James Moriarty.”


My eyes darted involuntarily towards Warlock’s room and I think I began to perspire. There was every possibility that the individual Holder spoke of was lying dead, not twenty feet away from him. I’d formed the habit of



speaking to the body as if it were Holmes. But was it? Who was it that lay, not quite dead, in that room?


“Moriarty?” I croaked.


“That’s why I need Holmes,” said Holder. “I need to find someone capable of stealing from me who wishes to hurt Moriarty’s criminal empire. And somebody close! By God, I have only until tomorrow to find help. The Chinese Triad does not operate here—not in force. The Yakuza would never cross Moriarty. The Pinkertons’ rivalry with Moriarty is well known, but how could I possibly get one of his agents here, all the way from America?”


“Well you may have some luck there,” I told him. “Allan Pinkerton has hundreds of agents in his employ. I am sure there must be one or two in London.”


Holder waved this away. “No, no. I do not mean one of the mundane men in Pinkerton’s employ. I mean one of his true agents. There are only nine.”


“Nine?”


“Nine riders, clad in black. Woe to you, if you should ever meet one, Dr. Watson. But the nine have not been seen to walk abroad for many a year. They sleep, it is said. They await their master’s summons, lying dormant in some faraway land—a land of gray skies and shattered hopes, where no man ever smiles. Philadelphia, I seem to recall.”


Mr. Holder fell silent for a time, staring away into the middle distance. Then he shook his head and muttered, “It matters not. Holmes is the prize. He’s been the positive bane to Moriarty’s gang—they’ve never had such a rival.



If it appeared he had come to rob me of the coronet, it would be believed, don’t you see?”


“Yes, but might that not be a bit ruinous to your family trade?”


“I don’t care!” Holder cried. “Worse is at stake! My son stole the rest of the coronet! He broke it! Thirty-six stones are missing. Those that remain have all gone dark—they are useless! On Monday morning—tomorrow morning—one of Moriarty’s most trusted men is to come and reclaim the coronet from my keeping. I have every reason to believe that Adler, Moran or McCloe will be at my door tomorrow, demanding a treasure I cannot deliver! I cannot produce even one useful stone.”


“And you wish Holmes to take the blame, rather than your son?”


“Yes. I will pay you, of course. Holmes must come to my home and lay magical siege to it. The damage must be extensive and there must be no doubt that Holmes is the source.”


I shook my head. “I fear I can be of no use to you, Mr. Holder. I was in earnest when I said Holmes is unreachable and unable to help. Perhaps it would be wiser to try and find your son and reclaim the coronet from him.”


“Oh, I have my son. He didn’t even make it out of the corridor by the vault. Amongst my home’s defenses is one of the original Aethereal Guardians. Though it broke my heart, I summoned the guardian to bind my son. He stands within the corridor still, waiting for Moriarty’s man to come and mete out punishment to us all.”


My brow furrowed. “He didn’t leave the corridor?”


“No.”


“Yet you did not retrieve the rest of the coronet from him?”


“Er… no.”


“Why not?”


Holder gave a shrug. “He didn’t have it.”


“How is that possible?”


“I have no idea! I caught him in the corridor with this fragment still in his hands. I confronted him, but he would not admit the theft or say where the rest of the Beryl Coronet lay. I told him Moriarty’s man would have the answer out of him through worse methods than I dared speak of! He was unmoved! In my fury, I summoned the guardian and bound him. Now he cannot make an answer, even if he would. But oh, the more I think of what they will do to him—or to me if I try to shelter him—maybe to both of us… I cannot bear the thought.” He leaned in close to me and spoke in a whisper. “They punish you, you know. If the job they wish you to perform for Moriarty is of high importance, they punish you before they hire you. Then they pay you for your pain—a lavish amount! This way, before you come to deal with them, you know the agony they can bring and also the rewards. They know that any who think to betray them will dwell on how much they preferred the one to the other. I cannot let them do that to me again! I cannot let them do it to my son!”


In retrospect, it seems foolish of me to have brought comfort to a man who was part of an evil magical empire. Yet, in that moment I saw no villain, only a father grieving for a son yet living. I asked him, “Your son: is he a very powerful magic-user?”


“What? No. Not at all.”


“Er… he’s not?”


“No. He’s always had a disdain for such things. No respect for the family trade. He’s never bothered to attempt so much as a parlor-trick illusion.”


“Then, your story makes no sense. Your son did not take the coronet.”


Holder paused. First hope, then confusion lit his face. “What?”


“He did not take it. Think: your son had no time to stash away part of the coronet—you caught him nearly in the act. Even if he had possessed sufficient time, why would he employ it in the way you describe? Successful thieves are not in the habit of making off with an item, smashing it, hiding half and then returning to the scene of the crime to stand around holding the other half. Do you follow my reasoning, sir?”


“Well… yes.”


“Now, I do not know exactly how a sorcerer could make part of a coronet spirit itself away from your house, but I don’t doubt he could. Yet, you say your son has no magical abilities. If there is no mundane explanation as to how he could have stolen it and no magical one either, then we must conclude that he did not take it. Not by himself, at least. No, something else occurred last night.”


“What?”


“How should I know?” I shrugged. “I propose we go to your house and see.”


Mr. Holder was most amenable to the idea. However, if I thought his would be the next home to face examination, I was mistaken. I spent a few moments procuring suitable clothing, so I didn’t notice as Holder began to sniff the air and make faces. My brief absence was enough for him to follow his nose to Holmes’s door and push it slightly ajar. “Good Lord! Dr. Watson, what have you done?” he cried. “You can’t keep corpses in a London lodging house! Honestly! You shall be caught. What you want is a country estate or an underground tunnel, like mine. I don’t mean to be rude, but you have much to learn about keeping secrets.”


* * *


We spoke little on our journey, not wishing the cab driver to overhear us. I was somewhat surprised by the perfectly average appearance of Holder’s Streatham home. It sat in the middle of a line of houses, every bit as quiet and respectable as its neighbors. One would never guess at the secrets it held below.


Holder dismissed the servants who gathered to take our coats and offer refreshments. We made our way down a narrow hallway towards the back of the house, then turned onto another which ran to the scullery on our left and the kitchen and pantry on our right.


“My son: Arthur Holder,” Mr. Holder said. “Oh, and the Aether Guardian.”


There in the middle of the corridor stood one of the strangest sights I have ever seen. I do not think that statues have ghosts, but if they do that is what I beheld. It looked like the marble figure of an armored knight except that it was made of nothing more than translucent white threads of luminescent fiber. One of its hands was resting on the shoulder of a young man, who must have dressed hastily, for he wore nothing but trousers and a shirt, both only half fastened up. His face bore an expression of shock but aside from that, most signs of life were gone.


“Is it safe to touch him?” I asked.


Holder gave a nod and I bent in to examine his son. Arthur Holder’s heart rate and breathing had slowed until they were similar to Holmes’s current state. As I felt his wrist to time his pulse, I made a discovery.


“Hello! This is a boxer’s fracture.”


“A what?” asked Mr. Holder.


“Do you see the swelling in his right hand and the way his little finger sags towards his palm?”


“What does that mean?”


“It means he has recently hit something or someone—hard, but not well, for he has broken his hand.”


“But what is the significance of it?” Holder asked.


“I don’t know,” I replied. “I think I’d like to take a look at the vault, if I may.”


“If you can,” Holder scoffed. “Can you see what is on that portion of the wall, right there?”


I beheld it. Or attempted to. Mr. Holder was right: every time I tried to look at the section of wall, my gaze swerved



and my mind wandered. Either I found myself looking towards my right, wondering if there were any unguarded biscuits in the pantry, or to my left, fondly remembering the pretty scullery maid who had smiled at me on my way in. I was still struggling to see the catacomb’s entrance, when a voice from behind me asked, “Who is this, Father?”


I looked around to behold a mousy young lady in her mid-twenties. Her features were drawn; I guessed she’d had no sleep the night before.


“This is Dr. Watson. He’s here to see if something can be done to help Arthur,” Holder said. “Dr. Watson, this is Mary, my niece.”


“Then why did she call you ‘Father’?” I asked.


This seemed to irritate Holder, who said, “Yes, why did you, Mary? I have asked you not to, I think.”


“Oh! I am sorry,” she replied. “Habit, you know. I have been used to calling you that for so many years, it still slips out sometimes.”


“And why has she been calling you that?”


Holder sighed. “By birth, she is my niece. When my brother died, I adopted her as my daughter. Thus, she became accustomed to calling me Father.”


“And why must she cease?”


Mr. Holder reddened somewhat and Mary stepped in, saying, “Mr. Holder has several times expressed a wish that Arthur and I should wed.”


“Oh, I see,” I said. “And even in evil magical circles, it is considered improprietous for siblings to marry? I learn something new every day.”


Mary suppressed a giggle and flashed me a grateful smile. A fool could see she found the prospect of engagement to her brother worrisome, to say the least. Mr. Holder gave a great sigh and insisted, “Arthur needs you, Mary. Can you not see that? He is wayward, Dr. Watson. He spends all his time at that club of his, in the company of his disreputable friends. He plays at cards with that American cad, George Burnwell.”


“There is nothing wrong with Mr. Burnwell!” Mary cried. I found the sudden heat with which she rose to his defense… telling. So did Mary, it seems, for she demurred and added, “Nor is there harm in Arthur keeping the society of other men his age, is there?”


“He loses money. Did you know that, Mary? He came to me only last night, asking for two hundred pounds. It was the third time this year! I told him no! He would not have a further ha’penny from me. And then, not five hours later: this! I find him stealing an artifact of incalculable value, no doubt to cover some paltry gambling debt. The fool has exposed us all to Moriarty’s ire! And for what? If only I had forsworn him!”


I pursed my lips and said, “I am still unconvinced Arthur is the thief. Look at him—he has no shoes or stockings on. It snowed last night, if you recall. Does he look like he is dressed to flee? No, I think we must begin looking at other possibilities. I must know the name of everybody in the household and hear what they were doing last night.”


“I think most of them were abed,” said Holder.


“Not all of them,” Mary interjected. “When I heard Father… er… Mr. Holder cry out, I was just doing my final check to see if all the doors and windows were locked. Just a few moments before, I had to chase Lucy away from the kitchen window. She was speaking with somebody.”


Holder snorted. “Probably that Francis Prosper again. Lucy’s a pretty girl, Dr. Watson. She has no shortage of admirers.”


A sudden thought struck me: the snow.


“I need to go outside,” I said.


* * *


I returned not twenty minutes later, beaming from ear to ear. Mr. Holder met me at the door with an eager look on his face. “I am no tracker,” I told him, “but with a freshly fallen blanket of snow, even an amateur like myself can be of use. It seems, sir, that you had two men lurking about your windows last night.”


“Or the same man, twice,” Holder reasoned.


“Not unless part of his plan was to leave, amputate one of his legs, replace it with a wooden peg, and return to finish his crime.”


“Ah,” said Holder. “Well, I can tell you the identity of one of them. Francis Prosper has a wooden leg.”


“Then he stood outside the kitchen window, probably flirting with Lucy,” I said. “But there was another gentleman who came to the scullery window—very close to your vault.”


“And broke in through there?”


I shrugged. “Perhaps. I cannot see any telltale scrapings upon the sill, nor did I note any sign of mud or melted snow inside.”


“So, you have no idea whom it might have been?”


“I have some. I’ve already seen how Mary feels about the prospect of marriage to Arthur, but tell me—honestly now—does he share the same reluctance?”


“Oh God no,” Holder grunted. “Why, he’s perfectly smitten with her. Follows her like a puppy, trying to be noble, do good deeds and impress her with his character. It’s not working.”


“Indeed. And what of that fellow you mentioned earlier? The one Arthur plays cards with?”


“George Burnwell?”


“Yes, that’s the fellow. An American, you said?”


“Disgustingly so. He’s always hanging about, telling Arthur and Mary tales from the age of the gunslingers. Oh, they’re both quite wrapped around his finger. It’s a damned shame, I tell you! The man is nothing but a layabout and a cad!”


“Whom Arthur met at a gentleman’s club?”


“Yes.”


“Which one?”


“The Bachelor’s Club, down on Piccadilly. But you can’t suspect Burnwell,” Holder said. “Remember that the vault is heavily warded. Even if he could perceive it, he could not open it.”


“And yet, Mr. Holder, I feel I have most everything I need, with only one exception. I am sorry to say, but if you



wish to see the main body of the coronet, you must leave the fragment in my possession.”


He frowned at that, but eventually assented. After all, how much more murder could Moriarty work over the loss of the last, useless piece?


On my way out, I said, “Fear not, Mr. Holder; I have every hope of bringing this adventure to a satisfactory conclusion.”


“You must hurry! Tomorrow is Monday and Moriarty’s man will come with the dawn!”


“Then I suppose neither of us will sleep much tonight.”


* * *


I went around to Piccadilly, first thing, and knocked on the door of The Bachelor’s Club. It opened to reveal an impeccably dressed butler.


“May I help you?” he asked.


“I hope so. I was looking for George Burnwell; is he here?”


“I am sorry, sir. Mr. Burnwell has not come today. I believe he is bound for America.”


I had thought as much.


“I wonder if you might have his address?” I asked.


The butler harrumphed and said, “It is not the policy of this club to disclose the private information of its members.”


“Well, that is admirable, but I owe him quite a bit of money. I rather thought he might like to have it before he left on his trip.”


“Ah… well… if it lies on that footing, then I suppose…”


* * *


The address wasn’t too far from Baker Street, just on the other side of Regent’s Park. Thus, after a quick stop at 221B for some essentials, I made my way to George Burnwell’s abode and rang the bell.


“Who is it?” asked a voice behind the door.


“The man who has the other piece of the Beryl Coronet.”


The door opened to reveal a fit fellow in his early thirties. He was rakish and handsome, or would have been if one of his eyes was not swollen almost shut.


“Looks like Arthur Holder hit you pretty hard, eh?”


“Lucky shot,” Burnwell said. “Maybe you’d better come inside, where we can talk.”


“Thank you, Mr. Burnwell, but I prefer to remain on the street. Here in the public eye, it is less likely that you and I will begin shooting at one another in a misguided attempt to determine who owns the coronet.”


“Oh,” he said. “So that’s why you’ve got that hand in your pocket.”


“Just as you have one in yours,” I pointed out.


“You’re a pretty cautious fellow,” he noted.


“Yes, and you are a Pinkerton.”


The flicker of shock across his features showed I had guessed the whole thing right. He took a breath and asked, “Why would you think that?”


“Mr. Holder could name only four parties with the wherewithal to rob him. Two were oriental, one was my friend, Warlock Holmes, and the other was the Pinkerton



Detective Agency. The Pinkertons are American, just like you.”


He gave me a grudging nod and said, “You must be John Watson, huh? We’ve got a file on you.”


I’ll admit I was shaken, but I persisted. “Mr. Burnwell, I must ask you to lend me your part of the coronet.”


“Now why would I do a dumb thing like that?”


“Because, if you do, I can use it to procure the rest of the coronet, and I will bring it to you.”


“All right, then. Let me rephrase the question: why would you do a dumb thing like that?”


“I want it gone,” I told him. “I want it safe from Moriarty. From what I understand, Allan Pinkerton and his nine friends are some of the only folk who can keep a thing from Moriarty.”


“Yeah,” said Burnwell, visibly disturbed by the depth of my knowledge. “Most of the time they can, I guess.”


“And they must do it this time,” I insisted. “But it must be the whole coronet. If you do not aid me, the missing fragment will be reclaimed by Moriarty tomorrow morning.”


“So? I got most of it,” he said defensively.


I put on my best lord-how-hard-it-is-for-us-Britons-to-tolerate-you-foolish-Colonials voice and demanded, “If he had sent you out for milk, would you have brought him half a cow? Sorcerous devices are generally unlike farm animals, but here is one trait they share: either they are whole and they function, or they are not and they do not. Now, which is it?”


He gave me the sort of look toddlers give Brussels



sprouts, hesitated a few moments, then mumbled, “How long would you need it?”


“I would think… three or four hours.”


He shifted uncomfortably, then said, “I have security, you know. If you tried to make off with the coronet, Mary Holder would suffer.”


“You cad!”


“Yes… well… most spies are.”


Damn. If it were true he could hurt Mary—and I had every reason to assume he could—then this whole affair was on a very different footing. Common sense might suggest that I should just bow out. Let Pinkerton take the coronet, with its thirty-two remaining stones. Let Moriarty’s henchmen get their three used beryls and vent their rage. Let Holder reap the fruits of his own incompetence.


Then again, if I could get both parts of that coronet in my hands for a few hours, I could…


What?


Resurrect Holmes?


Probably not. I didn’t know how to use the coronet, after all. But I could try. Moreover, I could claim I tried. Then I could cut him up. I could say, “Look here, Holmes, I used conventional medicine. When that failed, I went and got you King Arthur’s resurrection crown. If this is not enough to please you, I really don’t know what else I can do. I am going to chop you up, now. I don’t care if you’re still breathing. I’m going to cut you up and dump the pieces and just be done with this whole affair.”


“You have my word,” I told Burnwell. “The coronet



must leave these shores. Lend me your piece and I will bring you the whole.”


“I am leaving by carriage at two this morning,” he said. “If the entire coronet is not in my possession, first Mary Holder and then you will suffer for it. Is that clear?”


I nodded.


“Wait here,” he said.


* * *


Fifteen minutes later, I was ravaging 221B. I didn’t know precisely what I was looking for. Some form of solder, I supposed. Tin? I set the two pieces of the coronet on my evil-tome-side-table and set about ransacking Holmes’s miniature alchemical laboratory. I didn’t know how to fix jewelry. Much less: crown jewels. Much less: King Arthur’s crown.


By God, if I was coming to believe these far-fetched, fairytale notions Holmes and all his clients kept saying to me, then I was all but forced to accept the fact that this was Bloody King Bloody Arthur’s Bloody Crown! The idea was insane. But also invigorating. I had the sudden urge to try it on, to behold myself in the looking glass wearing the very badge of Arthur’s majesty.


No. Inadvisable. Allowing myself to toy with powerful magics was as wise as letting a five-year-old play with a loaded pistol. I resumed my quest to find something to bond the broken pieces together.


Ah-ha! From the back of one of Holmes’s drawers, I withdrew a small cube of gold.


Hmmm…


That might have helped with the rent. Perhaps I should have ransacked his room sooner. In any case, I had what I needed. Now I just had to find a way to melt it…


An hour later, I held the Beryl Coronet. The clumsiness of my welds proclaimed my lack of skill as a jeweler, but still, it was whole. Well… wholeish. I turned to Holmes’s corpse and said, “This is it, Warlock. This is your last chance.”


I placed the coronet upon his brow.


Nothing.


“Um… Yes… Go crown!”


Still nothing.


“By the right of Arthur and the will of the fey, I command you to imbue this body with life!”


Yet more nothing.


“Er… abracadabra?”


Silence. I slouched in my book-throne and looked out the window in my room across the hall. Darkness was gathering. I supposed I must bring the coronet to Burnwell and figure out a way to save Holder. I’d done my best. I’d tried.


Suddenly, there was a flash of light and the sensation of a terrible force. It almost knocked me over, but it disturbed none of the papers scattered about the room. With an audible crackle, all thirty-two green beryls singed themselves black. Lazy tendrils of acrid smoke drifted up from the blackened stones. I leapt to my feet and hovered over Holmes, waiting to see a change.


Nothing.


I just didn’t understand. But what more could I do? I sighed, placed the still-smoking coronet back in my bag and prepared to leave. A sudden idea struck me and I threw in a few medical supplies, hoping they might help me save the Holders from Moriarty’s gang.


* * *


George Burnwell was not well pleased by the state of the coronet he’d stolen.


“What the hell’s wrong with it? Why are the stones all black?”


“Because the coronet was broken, then rejoined, I think,” I told him. I had no intention of informing him I’d tried to use it.


“But… this strange color change… what does it mean?”


If he didn’t know, I was in no mood to tell him. “I am not a magic-user,” I said. “You may need to ask your boss. Ahem… I shouldn’t let him know it was you who broke the coronet, by the way.”


* * *


The night was well along by the time I returned to Alexander Holder’s house. I found him on the threshold, pacing back and forth.


“Have you done it?” he cried. “Have you found the Beryl Coronet?”


“Yes, but I do not have it. Nor would it help you, if I did.



The magic is spent. All thirty-nine gems are gone black.”


His face went ashen.


“Never fear, Mr. Holder; I think I can save you and your family. Let’s go in, shall we, and find a quiet place to talk.”


The servants were all abed, which was good. I settled Holder in his own kitchen and began making tea, while I told him, “First, you should know: your son is innocent. In fact, you owe him a great debt. He was injured in an attempt to recover the Beryl Coronet. He struck the thief in the face, breaking his own hand in the process. I suspect that it was Arthur struggling to wrest the coronet from the thief’s grasp that broke it in the first place.”


“But, who was the thief?”


“George Burnwell, just as I suspected.”


“How could it be? He could not open the vault! He could not even see the thing! If he talked Arthur into doing it, then why did they come to blows? It makes no sense!”


“His accomplice was never Arthur, don’t you see?” I said. “It was Mary.”


“But how? Why?”


“How?” I laughed. “She is your brother’s daughter. Once you adopted her, there was no ward to protect the vault from her. She was of Holder blood and a legal member of your immediate family. As to why, it is the simplest of reasons. She is in love with George Burnwell. Think: an unmarried girl, in her mid-twenties, facing a life of lonely domesticity or marriage to the man she considers her brother—it’s a rather hopeless situation. Then, along



comes a handsome American who tells her wild tales of gunslingers and adventure. Within five minutes of meeting Mary, I’d seen her shy away from engagement to Arthur and jump to defend Burnwell; her preference was plain. How happy it must have made her when he told her he’d take her away with him, if only she’d do this one thing: if only she’d open her father’s vault and hand him the Beryl Coronet, out the scullery window. It would have worked, too, if Arthur hadn’t caught him at it.”


“Fiend!” Holder cried.


“Hmm, yes, but you see: a well-informed fiend. I suspect I would not have thought of a rival organization trying to steal your treasures, if you had not spoken of it when first we met. Yet, the more I puzzled over it, the more I realized that such must be the cause of your troubles. Whoever the thief was, they were attempting entry into a vault they could not perceive, nor had any hope of opening. Yet they seemed to know you were in possession of their target and how to go about getting it. Two of the organizations you mentioned were oriental and famously close-knit, but the Pinkertons… an American… that was not such a stretch.”


“Burnwell is a Pinkerton?” Holder gasped.


“I had it from his own lips,” I said.


“And he has the coronet? King Arthur’s crown is bound for America?”


“I’m afraid so, Mr. Holder.”


“Then I am doomed!” he cried. “I shall have nothing to deliver to Moriarty’s man when he comes in the morning. I’ve only a few hours!”


“Hope yet remains,” I said. “I think I may save you and your family, though not without cost. When we spoke, earlier, you seemed to think you would be held blameless if it were apparent Holmes had taken the treasure.”


“Yes, I think so.”


“What if it were clear that the Pinkertons had done the same?”


“Moriarty’s men would be furious, but more with Pinkerton than myself.”


“And your family would be saved? Your own life, your son Arthur’s, Mary’s as well?”


“That is my hope.”


“And what would you give, to keep that hope alive?”


“Anything!” Holder exclaimed. “I’d give my right arm and think the price light.”


“Well, there’s no need for such drastic measures,” I said, then looked down into my tea and sighed. “I would think I could do it for the price of your left hand.”


He stared at me, aghast.


“I’m sorry, but that is the only remedy I can foresee. I think I can make it clear to Moran, or whoever else should come, that you have been besieged and victimized by the Pinkertons. But I fear I cannot do it without removing one of your hands.”


I fell silent. He stared at me for a few minutes. I could see a flood of thoughts battling in his mind. Finally he said, “Yes. Yes, what must I do?”


“Just drink your tea. You’ve hardly touched it.”


“What? You dosed my tea?”


“I did,” I said, with a shrug. “I’m afraid it’s becoming a bit of a habit.”


“So, if I drink this…”


“You will wake in the late morning or early afternoon. Your hand will be gone. Moriarty’s man will have come and left, having found your house cracked by the Pinkertons. I suspect they will find no further need of your services.”


Hoarse and wide-eyed, he choked, “All right,” and raised his teacup.


“Wait!” I cried. “Now that all is known, it might serve my policy if you would come with me, before you drink that. I’ll need you to open your vault, and leave it so.”


Five minutes later, we sat in the kitchen. In the corridor behind us was an open vault. Before us were two empty cups. Ten minutes after that, Alexander Holder was face down on his table, snoring.


I sighed.


I reached into my medical bag and withdrew my bone saw. Well, there was nothing for it… Besides, it might be good practice for chopping up Holmes.


As I was about to make the first incision, I paused. Did I really expect Pinkerton raiders to remove a limb with surgical precision?


With a silent apology to Alexander Holder, I searched his kitchen until I found a meat cleaver. This, I thrust into the hearth until the embers heated the blade to a dull orange glow. Knowing its heat should be sufficient to cauterize any wound, I withdrew it and—with one determined blow—struck away his left hand.


Well… two determined blows.


Two and a half.


There was this bit of skin, holding the thing to the… anyway…


I carried my grisly trophy to the fireside and reheated the cleaver a few times, using the hot edge of its blade to scorch my message into Holder’s palm.


In the morning, Moriarty’s man would arrive to find Holder’s back door had been forced. Holder would be drugged and maimed. His son, immobilized by a spectral guardian. His vault, open. The Beryl Coronet, gone. On the floor they would find a disembodied hand—one of the only hands capable of opening the vault in question. Burned into the palm of that hand they would find the image of an all-seeing eye, over the promise “We never sleep”—the logo of the Pinkerton Detective Agency.


I hoped that would be sufficient to save Mr. Holder. Or, what was left of him…


I didn’t know which of Moriarty’s lieutenants would be the one to make the discovery—and indeed I had only encountered one of the names Holder gave, Moran—but I filed the others away for future use.


Moran. McCloe. Adler.


* * *


By the time I reached 221B Baker Street so much of the night had gone I didn’t know if there was any point sleeping or not. But I was damn well going to try. I hung my hat and coat and made for my room, for my own warm bed.
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“With one determined blow…”





Yet, guilt assailed me.


I had no intention of cutting Holmes up that night. I’d had a full enough day, as it was. Tomorrow night would be soon enough.


So, perhaps one last night’s vigil by his bedside, before I bid him farewell? Yes. I headed for his open door.


I was on the threshold when a voice behind me said, “Watson? Is that you? I feel terrible.”


In Holmes’s favorite chair by the hearth sat…


Holmes.


To say he looked a bit out of sorts would not be unfair. When I say I have seen corpses that look better, I am not exaggerating. Recently deceased individuals look much like still-living ones, with the exception of bullet holes, or other trauma. Long-dead corpses are only bone or mummified—dry and devoid of odor. Thus, there is only a certain window where corpses are even capable of looking as bad as Holmes did in that moment. Yet there he sat, awaiting an answer.


Which is something I found myself utterly incapable of delivering. I just gaped at him.


After a time, he spoke again. “Can I have some soup?”


I nodded and went to the pantry, where I must have dropped the pot six or seven times before I finally managed to get it filled and set above the fire.


“Am I sick?”


“Well… no, Holmes. The truth is: you’ve been poisoned.”


“Oh…” he said, then, “You know, that’s funny, Watson.



I don’t remember mixing myself anything.”


“Well, you wouldn’t. I poisoned you, Holmes, I must confess.”


“I see. That must be why my chest hurts so badly.”


“Ah… no. I may also have shot you. Twice.”


“Oh.” He nodded, then stared at the remains of our fire for a few minutes before asking, “Did I say something wrong? Or betray our friendship?”


“Holmes! No! By God, no. Nothing like that. Do you not remember?”


I told him all. Of our disastrous misadventure with Charles Augustus Milverton. Of the woman who interrupted our encounter with the blackmailer and how she murdered him. Of the tiny, burning name that flew free of Holmes when she did. Of my horrified realization that the personality within Holmes’s body was not his own. Of the revelation that Moriarty had taken control of Holmes’s physical form and how he had threatened me with a fireball.


At this point, Holmes interrupted me to scoff, “Bah! This was surely an illusion. Moriarty was never one to expend power so readily. His art was in using very small amounts of magic to great effect. I cannot imagine him—”


“Holmes, touch your face.”


“Why? Hmmm… What is this hard thing? What am I feeling?”


“Your cheekbone. That fire was quite real, I fear. You see, I’d already poisoned you, before Moriarty revealed himself.”


“Why?”


“Because I knew something was wrong. I’d also taken the precaution of slipping my pistol into my coat pocket. When he pulled out the fireball and proclaimed ownership of me, I panicked. I kicked the fireball into his face—your face—and shot him twice in the chest.”


“I say! Well done, Watson! Bravo!”


“How can you say that? I shot you! I… Holmes, I’m not sure how to tell you this, but… I think I sort of killed you.”


“And well done, too. Right through the heart! Look how close these bullet holes are. That takes marksmanship!”


“It’s really not the sort of thing a doctor is supposed to do.”


“But you did. That’s what matters.”


“Holmes… aren’t you angry?”


He leaned in and smiled. Well, I suppose with his charred lips in the shape they were, he’d been smiling the whole time. I still shudder when I recall that familiar, friendly gaze in his rotting eyes.


“Watson, you must believe me when I say: death is a far preferable fate to being trapped in my own body, watching Moriarty run around in it. Ye gods, when I think of the damage he could have done… You did the right thing, Watson. You saw your friend and your world in danger and you acted. I applaud your initiative. But for now, there are other matters I must attend. Oh, that soup! It smells heavenly, Watson! How long has it been?”


However long, it appeared it would be a little longer still before Holmes got the fix he was craving. As I watched in horror, Holmes fed himself that first, much-anticipated



spoonful of soup. It dribbled right through his half-detached lower lip, down his shirtfront and onto our table.


“Ah…” he said. “Yes… this might take a little work, I suppose. Look here, Watson, why don’t you leave me to it and have a rest, eh? You look a bit worn out, if it’s not too crude to speak so plainly.”


Without making any comment as to how he himself might look at the moment, I rose and walked into my chamber. There was my bed, long-foresworn but looking every bit as tempting as it ever had. I suppose some folk might find it impossible to sleep, knowing that the half-mummified remains of a beloved friend sat not twenty feet from their bed, giving itself a clumsy soup-bath.


I had no such difficulty.


* * *


When I arose, I rather fancied I would find the events of the previous evening to be a pleasant dream—a phantasm concocted by my guilty mind to assuage itself for a time. But no. There at our table—which now looked nearly as terrible as the man himself—sat Warlock Holmes. He’d clearly had a devil of a time with his soup, which now speckled every surface. His lower lip had come almost all the way off and he’d also found two significant leaks through his right cheek and neck, which seemed to have made the successful delivery of food to his waiting stomach something of a trial. Half-chewed toast lay amidst puddles of soup, interspersed with the odd desiccated flower or little bit of Holmes that had given up and fallen off.


“We’re out of bread,” he told me. “I wanted to go to the market, but… I don’t suppose you’d go for me?”


“I think that might be best.”


So strange to say, but my joy at having Holmes returned to me was such that I hardly minded the state of him. Indeed, if I were not looking directly at him it was easy to imagine him sitting in his chair, looking as he ought, wearing the same friendly, slightly confused expression he always did. The only thing that betrayed his current state was the muffled quality of his speech, due to the sad condition of his lower lip and other vocally important bits.


Oh, and the smell.


We sat together for a time, catching up on all that had passed. When I told him of my agonies over when to cut him into pieces, his look became tortured. I suppose my voice must have cracked a few times, too. As I spoke, I realized I had no way of apologizing for my behavior or the callous disregard I had shown for his mortal remains. Even as I was beginning to craft a suitable contrition, he beat me to it.


“Oh, Watson,” he sighed, near tears, “I am sorry. It must have been so sad for you. So very sad.”


“For me? What about you?”


“Oh, I didn’t mind. How could I? I was dead. Let me tell you, until I got that delicious blast of life-force, I had no mortal cares.”


I had told him of the Beryl Coronet already, but now confessed, “I have no idea how I even got it to work, Holmes.”


“Well… don’t take this the wrong way, Watson, but you probably didn’t. I’m a bit of a sponge for magic. Place any powerful quantity of it near my body and I will drink it right up, whether I wish to or not. Anyway, I’m sorry to hear you had such a bother while I was gone, especially over a trivial concern like money. Did it not occur to you to look in your ear?”


“What are you speaking of?” I began to ask, but was interrupted. Holmes reached a hand towards my left ear and performed that most familiar of carnival-conjurer’s tricks. As a boy, I’d been amazed to see tuppence emerge from my ear, seemingly by magic. As an adult, I was even more amazed, for three reasons.


First, because this time it was not a trick.


Second, because I could hear it. Have you ever had someone crinkle paper, near your ear? Well, this was in my ear. It was deafening.


Third, because I could feel it. There was a terrible, dry scraping as a banknote unfolded from deep within my aural canal.


There stood Holmes with a look of satisfaction on his face and a crumpled, bloodstained ten-pound note in his hand.


“Ow! Holmes! What have you…? How…?” I slapped a hand protectively over the ear. “Quite the trick, Holmes, but let us remember that you are the conjurer, not I. I have no power to simply reach into my ear and pull forth money, whenever I lack funds.”


“Of course you do,” smiled Holmes. “Try it. Use the



left ear. The right won’t do. Get a good grip on the money. Don’t want to rip the corner off, eh?”


I stared at him, silently challenging his ridiculous joke, yet he seemed in earnest. Slowly, incredulously, I reached my finger as deep as I could within my ear. I couldn’t believe how deep that was. I felt something: dry, flat and crinkly. Pinching it betwixt thumb and forefinger, I drew it out.


“A hundred! Well done, Watson! You’ve bested me entirely,” Warlock cheered.


“How…? How has this happened?”


“Don’t worry yourself over such things,” Warlock said. “Oh, and don’t overdo it. That ear is bound to have a finite amount of cash in it, you know. But when you’re in a pinch, just a moment digging about in your ear is bound to solve your problem, I would think.”


He smiled at me, but his smile drifted to the dirtied stack of soup pots and became a sigh. I shook myself. I was staring at the bloody ruins of one hundred and ten English pounds. Well, at least now I had something to use at the grocer’s, I supposed. Perhaps even to make amends with other parties I had wronged…


* * *


A few hours later, I stood before the door to Mrs. Hudson’s downstairs rooms and knocked.


“What?” barked a shrill little voice, from within.


“It is John Watson,” I said. “Holmes has forwarded some funds, from the south of France, to cover the rent. I therefore—”


I didn’t get to finish. The door skreeked open and a tiny, withered hand shot forth to snatch the notes I held. As soon as they disappeared, the door swung shut again. Or, it would have, if I had not thrust my foot into the crack, just in time.


“Wait!”


“What d’you want?”


I blinked away a few tears, related—one may easily understand—to the unnecessary force Mrs. Hudson employed when closing hinged devices.


“I wanted to apologize. I got you something.”


“What?”


“You have heard of William Shakespeare’s The Two Gentlemen of Verona, I trust?”


“Don’t care for it.”


“Nor did I expect you to, Mrs. Hudson. Yet, in a proof that small words can have great importance, I am holding a copy of The Two Gentlemen in Verona. By this author’s interpretation, Verona is a down-on-her-luck servant girl who finds herself sandwiched—quite literally—between the affections of a country squire and a poor groo—”


“Already got it,” Mrs. Hudson said and remounted her efforts to force her door shut, even though—I am certain—she had not forgotten my foot was still inside it.


“Again, I am not surprised. But this volume I am holding—Ow! This one is special! Ouch! Augh! Please stop!”


Mrs. Hudson had now abandoned all veneer of propriety and was venting her frustration at the rent’s



delay against the digits of my lower extremity. Her tiny arms whipped the door open and shut again, over and over, with the terrible strength and regularity of a steam piston. I realized I must come to my point quickly, if I wished any chance of preserving my bipedalism.


“It’s illustrated!”


The door stopped. In the shadows behind, I could see Mrs. Hudson’s beady little eyes, gleaming up at me. There was hatred in them, of course, but no small amount of hopefulness, too. She reached one tentative paw out of her slovenly den. It probed the brown-paper parcel I held forth, experimentally at first, then clutched it and dragged it inside. Her expression wavered, for a moment. Rather than let me see her fury falter, she directed her gaze downwards, at my foot.


Which, I quickly withdrew.


The door slammed shut. From within came the sound of ripping paper, followed by a squeal of bestial glee.


I gave myself a congratulatory nod. It had been the right thing to do.


Yes. Stiff upper lip, John.


I turned and limped back towards the stairs to 221B.
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