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To the healthy expansion of Geek Culture.


When I was a child, Geekdom was mostly white, mostly male, mostly straight, marginalized and rather lonely. Now, as our culture overtakes the mainstream* we at last begin to realize that geek is not a color. It is not a gender. It is not a preference (well… not that kind of preference) and it’s more fun for all of us when everybody gets to play.


* Can anyone think of a sports movie that out-earned Avengers?













THE ADVENTURE OF THE NAVEL-STARER
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DEAR READER, I BELIEVE I PROMISED YOU AN apocalypse, did I not?


Yes, I recall it distinctly. Two volumes ago, I began this narrative to describe the events of humanity’s ruin—and don’t think I’ve forgotten. Yet the fact remains that our downfall was a long, quiet process—a carefully crafted masterpiece of betrayal by a criminal mind beyond compare: James Moriarty. This volume does not contain the final strokes he dealt to our reality, but rather the first ones following his long absence. Though it would take Holmes and me some time to realize he had returned, I shall commence this tale on the very morning he first brought adventure to our door.


An utterly wretched morning, if I’m honest.


In fact, it had been a pretty rotten month and a half since the Battle of Baskerville Hall. Though that adventure ended in victory, my good friend Warlock Holmes had suffered sufficient injuries to knock out eight or nine battle elephants. By mid-December, the danger to his life had passed. Yet, a new danger soon emerged.




He was bored.


As less than two months had passed since he’d been impaled through both legs by six-foot wooden spikes, Holmes found himself feeling… less than nimble. Being confined to bed-rest is trying for any man, but Holmes had a particular distaste for inaction. He also had a notable ability to cause trouble with only the power of his will. Recalling the permanent damage he’d wrought to the fabric of reality the last time he’d been incapacitated (see “Silver Blaze: Murder Horse”), I felt it was nothing less than my duty to mankind to ensure that Holmes remained occupied.


But, how to fill the time? His hundreds of books were no distraction—he’d read them over and over. He gained some satisfaction honking away with his concertina and singing boisterous songs, yet this pursuit could not distract him for more than two or three hours of the day (much to the relief of the neighbors, I should think). He loved to doodle. At first I despaired of it, for he tended to scrawl all over his walls, his blanket, his books and whatever else came within reach. His drawings were simple outlines. Crowns and coins, swords and hearts decked every surface he could reach. He liked to draw the same stick-figure family over and over—two parents holding a celebrating child on their shoulders. He’d frequently do little men fighting—one with a huge armored fist, the other with an oversized instrument that might have been a cross or a large hammer. Also featured prominently in his scribblings was a machine of dubious purpose. I asked him what it was, one day.




“Thumbscrews!” he declared, happily.


Strangest of all was a cluster of parallel lines. I’d have thought nothing of it if this grouping appeared only once or twice, but he repeated it constantly. “What is this?” I asked.


“Oh… hard to say, Watson. A bundle of sticks, I should think.”


“And why have you seen fit to cover your walls with drawings of bundles of sticks? Look, you’ve drawn them all up your right arm!”


“Because they are so very easy to do. One can have a satisfying bundle with only a few moments of the slightest effort. You should try it, Watson.”


I didn’t. Instead, I spent my hours shuttling him sheaf after sheaf of paper and bottles of fresh ink. Better he should cover every inch of 221B in silly little doodles than he should find himself unoccupied. As the days wore on, it became ever more difficult to distract him and I think I came to view myself as nothing more than an overworked baby-minder. So deep was my self-pity that I ignored the terrible clues staring me right in the face. Gods, when I think of it now!


Don’t you see?


Why was Holmes constantly drawing the same nine shapes? The Crown. The Coin. The Sword. The Heart. The Family. The Gauntlet. The Hieroform. The Cruciator. The Fasces.


Whatever was wrong with me? I suppose I was undergoing a small crisis of self—a moment of fading



identity. All of my personal business—and it sometimes seemed, most of my person—had been subsumed by Warlock Holmes.


Until that fateful morning. Until I got the letter.


To Dr. John Watson 221B Baker Street, London, said the front of the envelope, in loopy, purposely important-looking script. The ink was deep violet, the paper so heavy that this single envelope probably cost more than an average meal. I was stunned. I hardly remembered that I could receive letters, so long had I dwelt in Warlock’s shadow. It was exactly the kind of thing that was needed to reverse my boredom, mend my mood, and make this miserable December Monday worthwhile. Or at least, that’s what I thought, until I turned it over.


“Oh God, it’s from Percy Phelps.”


“Eh?” said Holmes, leaning out from the doorway of his room. “Who is that?”


“A fellow I knew at school. Ugh.” I sighed and flipped the letter back onto our table.


“I must say, Watson, you don’t seemed pleased to renew the acquaintance.”


“No.”


“Why ever not?”


“Because he’s exactly the sort of mewling little snot you’d expect to be named Percy Phelps.”


“He can’t be all that bad,” said Holmes.
 

“Oh no? Here’s a test: I’ll just open this letter and read it aloud, shall I? I don’t know what he’s got to say to me, but I’ll bet you a pound of your favorite tobacco that you



can’t make it to the end without detesting the man.”


“What fun! Read on, Watson!”


I tore the envelope open, withdrew the delicate slip of pink paper that lay within and read, “‘Watson! Oh, sweet, sweet Watson, do you remember me? Do you recall humble little “Tadpole” Phelps who was in the fifth form, when you were in the third? What fun we used to have—oh, the larkish larks of imperturbable youth! How you would weep, I think, to hear the misfortunes that have befallen your childhood friend!’”


Here I paused to growl, “Friend? He was never my friend. He was my victim, on more than one occasion…”


“Victim?” said Holmes. “But you’re not the sort of man who has many victims, are you, John?”


“Generally speaking, I am not. But there was just something about Percy… I don’t know what it was, Holmes, but I could never stop myself from bullying him. Perhaps it was just that, no matter how badly I treated him, he kept coming back for more. Perhaps it was only the novelty of thrashing a fellow two years my senior. I don’t know. I’m not proud of my behavior. Still, if he’d delivered the letter in person, I’m not sure I could stop myself from punching his froggy little face!”


“Watson!”


“Well, I’m sorry, but there is the truth of it. He continues: ‘Woe, that the travails of Job should finally have been superseded! And woe again that the helpless recipient of the Almighty’s fury would be me—blameless Percy! I had thought that no help might come to me—



mortal or divine—until our mutual acquaintance, Michael Stamford, mentioned that you had fallen into the habit of unwinding mysteries the like of which perplexes me now.’”


Here, again, I paused to mumble, “Mike Stamford, I’m going to punch you too.”


The letter continued, “‘I will not speak of what befell me. I cannot. My poor constitution could not bear it. Nine days I have been sunk in brain fever, after the event that ruined me. And though it was only by the narrowest margin that I cheated death, I knew I must write to you, sweet Watson. Won’t you come to me? Won’t you test whether your skills are sufficient to save the dearest friend you ever had?’


“Dearest? What? How dare he?” I howled, crunching the letter in my fist. “Weedy little squid! I wish he were here so I could show him how dear he is to me! Argh! I haven’t seen him for years—haven’t even thought of him—and now, three minutes after he’s reintroduced himself, I find myself wishing I could knock him about a bit.”


I raged about the sitting room while Holmes leaned out from his doorway, looking bemused. I was about to shout something ungenerous at him, about finding mirth in my misfortunes, when—at last—I realized the most important development of the morning. Such had been my eagerness to receive the letter, then such my disappointment with the contents, that I’d ignored the very news I’d hoped for, for more than a month.


“Wait! Holmes! You’re… you’re standing! This is amazing!”




“Oh… er… yep. It’s really… really good news, I suppose. Yes.”


“How has this happened? What a sudden reversal! I must examine you.”


“What? No! Or, I mean: there’s no need. Everything’s fine. You know what, I think I’ll just go lie down for a bit. Good night.”


He turned to flee back to his bed, but gave the most horrific wobble. It seemed as if he would tumble out into the hall, but he yanked himself back upright in a motion that was absolutely alien to human locomotion. His eyes were full of fear, but not of falling. He wore the exact expression of a five-year-old lad who fears all his shenanigans are about to come to light. With a final, unsteady lunge, he disappeared into the confines of his room.


But not quickly enough. I had already set my jaw and begun a headlong charge towards the hall, to see what it was my friend was hiding from me. In that half a heartbeat between Holmes jumping back onto his mattress and him managing to get the blankets back over himself, I cleared the doorway and beheld his mischief.


His legs…


They were grotesque. His knees were twisted backwards, like a deer, or goat. He had that curious setup, common amongst four-legged herbivores, wherein the legs jut first forward, then back, then forward again, in the manner of a limb which cannot fathom what its own function must be or lacks the decisiveness to pick a direction and stick with it. No wonder he’d been so unsteady. The transformation seemed more experimental than complete. He still did not possess actual cloven hooves. Or, I assume he didn’t. If he did, he’d managed to get his bedroom slippers on over them.
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His legs… They were grotesque!














“Wait, Watson! Before you get angry—”


“No. Too late.”


“But hear me out: this is really more your doing than mine, you know.”


“Is it, Holmes? Is it? Did I come in here, surgically reverse your legs, then go to sleep and forget I’d done it?”


“Well… no…” The poor fellow wrung his hands together for a moment. “But you did tell me about how my legs did this after the fight at Baskerville Hall.”


“In the presence of an immense magic, which threatened to destroy our world, I think.”


“Yes. But why did they do it, eh? Don’t you see? Perhaps this is their natural state!”


“Natural state?”


“Just so. And perhaps—by returning them to their more natural position—I might ameliorate some of the damage they’ve taken.”


“Holmes, that is preposterous.”


“But Watson, I can walk.”


“Except that you can’t, because I forbid it.”


“What?”


“As your doctor, as your friend, as a man who does not wish to be burned at the stake as an accessory to witchcraft, I absolutely forbid you to go trotting about on goat legs.”




He looked at me as if I had struck him, but I refused to relent.


“Put them back,” I said, nodding at his legs.
 

“But, Watson, it hurts.”


“That is to be expected, Holmes. Most fellows who have had both legs impaled report a certain level of discomfort. But it is survivable. We’ll get you through it. You’re going to walk again.”


“I already ca—”


“Normally. Now, put them back.”


He gave me the grimmest of looks, then shut his eyes and began concentrating. With revolting alacrity, the bones of his legs shifted about beneath his skin. The crunching and popping noises they emanated were… well… I’m sure that only the fact that I was a medical professional kept me from vomiting. When it was finished, he stared at me with eyes rimmed with the promise of tears. Not only born of pain, but also disappointment. It was clear: Holmes was ready to sulk.


“There. Are you satisfied? I am an invalid once more. Never to walk again, I shouldn’t wonder.”


“Holmes…”


“Well done, Doctor.”


“I’m sorry, Holmes. You know I am. We shall put you back to rights, I promise, but it must be all the way back to rights. We must accept no demonic shortcuts.”


He rolled away from me, to face the wall.


* * *




The second letter from Percy Phelps arrived just three hours after the first. It was written on pale green stationery of astonishing quality. Or, no, not quality. Cost. It was one of those things which one held in one’s hand wondering whether it was more monstrously hideous or monstrously expensive—a carefully crafted affront to good taste. Such was my wonder at who would create such a thing that I later tracked down the particular manufacturer. I can state with confidence that Percy’s second letter was written on a paper called “Hopes of Easter’s Grace”.


The third one was on “Vermillion Effete” and arrived just before sunset.


I railed at both of them, to Holmes, for as long as he would listen. Which, since he was bed-bound and had nothing else for entertainment, was quite some time. Holmes, to my dismay, was rather taken with Percy’s flowery bloviations.


“He has the soul of a poet, Watson,” Holmes declared.
 

“No. He has the soul of that wretched little bastard in your prep school who thinks he’s a poet. The sort of fellow who spends four hours a day staring into his own navel and concocting cut-rate verses about all the universal truths he finds therein. He’s sure all the girls ignore him because they don’t understand him, when—in fact—they ignore him because they do understand him.”


“He is suffering.”


“Yes. On purpose. Ever since I met him.”


* * *




My repeated attempts to get Holmes up and walking were met with staunch resistance. This is not to belittle his ordeal. His pain was real and of no small account, I am certain. Still, he put forth very little effort in healing himself.


That is… until he thought I was asleep. Half an hour after I’d closed my chamber door, Holmes wrenched his legs around backwards again and traipsed off to the pantry to get himself toast and soup. I had been upon the threshold of sleep, but the grinding, popping noises woke me. I poked my head out to find Holmes halfway between the pantry and his toasting racks, looking merry as a satyr dancing in a bacchanalian garden.


And exactly the same shape.


I yelled.


He pouted.


My lack of progress continued until almost noon the next day. Until Percy Phelps’s fifth letter. Until Holmes made me the devil’s deal.


The fourth letter (Ebullient Salmon) had been waiting, when I awoke. The fifth (The Love and Joy of Man’s Orange-ish-ness) was brought up, just as I’d begun to hope that one more cup of tea might induce me to forget the annoyance of the fourth. As I stood in Holmes’s doorway, loudly protesting my correspondence-based mistreatment, he interrupted me to say, “Watson. You must help him.”


“What? No!”


“But why not?”


“Because I do not care for the man. I do not care for



myself when I’m near him. And besides, he’s given us no indication of what it is that’s bothered him. You don’t know him like I do, Holmes. You have to realize that if he’s dropped his biscuit and his butler’s not there to pick it up for him, that would absolutely warrant five letters.”


Holmes thoughtfully tapped at the first letter (which I had lent him, so that he might enjoy Percy Phelps’s “mastery” of our tongue). He regarded the envelope for a moment, lingering over the return address, and said, “Briarbrae House…


“…Briarbrae House…” he said again. “I feel I might be induced to walk there.”


“To Woking?” I asked, somewhat archly.
 

“Of course not, Watson. But… from here to a hired cab. From the cab to a train. From the train to another cab and thence to Briarbrae… Yes, I think I might be induced.”


I stared at him levelly. He met my gaze with challenge in his eyes.


“Normally,” I clarified. “With human legs?”


His expression faltered, momentarily, as he reflected on the amount of physical discomfort he was promising to undergo.


“Of course, Watson,” he said, then added, “I suppose it is about the only place I might be induced to walk to any time soon.”


I hung my head and sighed. “I’ll just wire ahead and let them know we’re coming, shall I?”


* * *




Briarbrae House was a thing of beauty—the worthy seat of an illustrious family. True, December had lessened the beauty of its gardens, yet the smell of winter fir trees went a great way towards compensating for this. The air was just cold enough to be bracing, with another five degrees to go before it became miserable. The bell was answered by an austere old butler, who looked as if he ought to be named Perkins, or Bixby or something. (It later turned out to be Pixby, so I’d been quite close.)


“Dr. Watson. Mr. Holmes,” he intoned. “We are so pleased you could come. The staff is perfectly distraught. We dearly hope you can shut the young master up.”


Then he caught himself and stammered, “I mean: ease the young master’s pain.”


“Yes. I think I know just what you mean,” I said. “I only wonder if we might have a moment to rest, first? The journey has been difficult for my friend.”


Holmes was in a state. I’d been cursing myself ever since the train arrived in Woking that I’d let myself be bullied into taking him. A few gentle steps would have been ideal. A trip to a stranger’s house, miles away, was the prescription of a doctor working more from frustration than reason. Holmes was pale and shaking.


“Please do not tarry long,” Pixby urged. “The young master is insufferable. Oh! No! The young master is suffering.”


“Well do I know it,” I assured him.


As Holmes enjoyed a few moments’ much-needed rest, a robust, imp-faced man in his early thirties descended



from the upper story to meet us. An I’m-a-bad-lad-up-to-no-good smirk seemed to have conquered his face some decades ago and held the territory against all challengers.


“You two must be Holmes and Watson, eh?” he said. “Glad you made it. Poor Percy’s at his wits’ end. I’m not sure anything can help my brother, but he seems to pin all hopes to you, and—for my part—I hope he’s right.”


“I was unaware that Percy had a brother,” I said. “In fact, I am unaware of any only child who has a brother.”


“Yes, yes, well, he hasn’t got one yet. My name’s Joseph Harrison. No familial relation. But, as Percy’s marrying my sister…” His words trailed off, but his satisfied smirk essentially continued the thought: …I’m about to be tremendously wealthy.


Perfect.


Yes, just what this trip was missing. Not only was I about to be re-burdened with Percy Phelps, but it appeared I would also be in the company of a transparent gold-digger and her disreputable brother. Wonderful.


“Wonderful!” cried Holmes. “Ah, is there anything sweeter than two young hearts intertwining? Noble Percy: was ever there a soul more worthy to be loved?”


Joseph and I both turned to Holmes, to stare incredulously.


Mr. Harrison pointed one finger at Holmes and wondered, “Is he…?”


“No, he is entirely earnest,” I said. “Of course, he has yet to meet Percy.”


“Oh, that explains it,” said Harrison. “Come on, won’t



you? I know Percy will want to see you as soon as possible. Go easy with Annie, though, eh? My sister’s not convinced Percy’s ready for company yet.”


With an air of familiarity that bordered on ownership, Joseph Harrison led us down the hall to the closest bedroom door. He knocked once and called, “Good news! Visitors from London.”


“Hush, Joe!” hissed a woman’s voice from within. “I’ve told you before: Percy’s nerves!”


Harrison rolled his eyes and swept open the door. There on the bed lay Percy Phelps. He was pale. Shaking. Eyes bagged with exhaustion of body and of character. He seemed aged beyond his years and on the very cusp of collapse.


So, pretty much the same as ever. Slightly more so.
 

Sitting in a chair by the side of the bed, clutching Percy’s hand with rapturous protectionism, sat Annie Harrison.


Immediately, I realized I’d been wrong about her. I had expected one of two scenarios. Possibly, she would be a smoldering temptress, parlaying her natural gifts into a life of comfort. If not that, then a clever-eyed con-woman, undermining Percy’s will and insinuating herself into a social stratum far beyond her right. But no. The instant I laid eyes on her, I realized this was a love match.


I suppose we’ve all met girls like her. Girls who are everyone’s hovering mother by the time they’re seventeen. Girls who know exactly which hat everyone needs to wear if they go out this evening, or else they shall catch their



death. Girls who won’t let you eat the shellfish, because they don’t like the look of it and you’ll thank them later, when you haven’t caught typhoid and died. Yes, Percy Phelps was precious to Annie Harrison, but not because of his station. Not because of his wealth.


Because of his weakness of character.


Here was the blanching hypochondriac she’d always wanted: the man who would need her and heed her from the moment they met, until death should part them. She glared at Holmes and me in open challenge. If our intrusion should upset Percy, her gaze promised, she would kill us both. Then, after the funerals, she’d dig up our corpses, kill them, burn them, and kill the ashes.


A perfect match.
 

“Watson? Is that Watson, come at last?” Percy wailed. He tried to sit up but faltered as soon as his head left the pillow. His eyes darted this way and that, in a paroxysm of suffering, staring all about the room in search of something to anchor him—something to stop his inevitable descent back to the pillow from whence he’d risen. Alas! Too late! With a terrible (theatrical?) shudder, Percy lost his will and sagged back down upon his sickbed. Annie lunged forward to cushion his three-inch plummet as best she could manage, then turned to glare at me with fierce, how-dare-you-you-wicked-man-ish fervor.


Holmes gave a cry of sympathy and staggered to the side of Percy’s bed to clutch his hand and assuage his suffering, however he might. I gave a sigh and answered, “Yes. It’s me. Now what do you want, Percy? You’ve



written five letters and still haven’t said.”


“Five?” he wondered. “Have my last three letters not reached you yet? Is there no help from the British postal system in my hour of need?”


“What do you want?”


He didn’t say. Instead, he fainted. Then we had to go and wait outside while Annie revived him. Then he was in no shape for visitors. Then we all had dinner, in the company of Percy’s long-suffering parents. Then Percy awoke to find himself possessed of a fresh resolve (Annie promised us that he had a boundless reservoir of strength) and felt that he might at last be able to speak about that evening that had so upset him, provided only I was in the room. To speak of his failure in front of Annie was more than his heart could bear, we were all assured.


“Come on, Holmes,” I muttered. “Let’s get this over with.”


If Percy realized his injunction of solitude had been broken, he didn’t mind it. He hardly even glanced at Holmes as my friend took Annie’s chair by the side of the bed and held Percy’s hand as he began his tale.


“As you no doubt know, about ten weeks ago I accepted a position as clerk in the Foreign Office.”


“How would I have known that?”


“It was in all the papers.”


“What, because the government hired an entry-level clerk?”


“No, because they hired me.”


Much as I hated to admit it, Percy Phelps had a point.



The illustriousness of his family was such that one of them getting a case of the sneezes might garner the front page of The Times. All I could do was mutter, “I can’t imagine what motivated them to do it.”


“One night, my superior—and uncle—Lord Holdhurst…”


“Ah. That’s why.”


“…My uncle called me into his office for a special assignment. He gave me a communication from a potent foreign power, and told me to copy it. It was early evening; the rest of the office had gone home, yet he bade me stay and copy the communication, no matter how long it should take. He was most insistent. We were in his office—totally unobserved, I am sure. He gave me a little metal attaché case and bid me examine the contents and prepare a… well… not even a copy, really. I suppose a synopsis would be the proper term. He wanted me to glean the meaning— the thrust—of the thing, then put it into my own words, so he could alert the prime minister without surrendering the original. He then left the office.”


“And you were totally alone in the Foreign Office?” I asked.


“Nearly. There is a commissionaire—Mr. Tangey— who stays all night, in an office at the foot of the stairs. He shall be important, as you shall see. Well, I began my task, but could make no headway with it. The document— shall I call it a document?—was altogether strange to me. I know not the language it was in, nor could I describe the contents of its message.”




“So… difficult to copy, then?”


“Exceedingly. I thought a cup of coffee might do some good, so I rang for the commissionaire I mentioned earlier. Imagine my surprise when a woman came to answer the summons. I did not know her. She explained that she was the commissionaire’s wife, that she was our charwoman, and that she would happily have her husband prepare some coffee. She left and I went back to my task. I made little headway. Discerning the meaning of the message was difficult, especially because—it seemed to me—it was constantly changing.”


“Changing?” I said. Holmes and I exchanged a loaded glance.


“And vexing me, mightily,” Percy confirmed. “I soon realized it had been over an hour. I was desperate to finish my task and go, for my beloved Annie’s brother was in town. I’d hoped to meet him and accompany him back to Woking, but I knew my time was short. And I still hadn’t got my coffee. Well, I stamped downstairs to see what could be keeping that wretched man from bringing my drink and you’ll never guess what I found! Go ahead! Try and guess!”


This was exactly the type of challenge Holmes lived for, so he cried out, “An assassin! A minotaur! Pixies?”


“Er… well… no,” said Phelps. “He’d fallen asleep. There was my coffee, bubbling away behind the man while he snored on his desk.”


“That’s nearly as good as pixies,” said Holmes, encouragingly.




“What was I to do?” Phelps demanded.
 

“Pour yourself a cup of coffee and go back upstairs?” I hazarded.


“I woke the man up and began shouting at him!”


“Ah, yes… I’d forgotten your difference in station, I suppose.”


“I think he had just begun to realize the seriousness of his transgression, when the bell rang again and the commissionaire’s face went as white as a sheet. He tried to interrupt me a few times—oh, the cheek!—and finally, when I asked if he understood why he must be punished, he asked me how I’d rung the bell. I told him I hadn’t. Someone else in some other room must have. But he said there was nobody in the building but us, and that the bell was the one for my own office. I began to get a bit worried at that point, so I ran back up to my office, and what do you think I found?”


“Probably not the secret document,” Holmes reasoned, “or you wouldn’t have fainted for nine days and written Watson all those sad letters.”


“I say, Holmes, well done! Your powers of deduction are improving every day!”


“Thank you, Watson.”


Percy gave a sad wail and threw himself down on his pillows, crying, “He’s right! It was gone! Gone! And with it all my hopes! From that moment forward, I had nothing left! Nothing but shame, professional dishonor—”


“And several manor houses,” I reminded him. “And pots of money. And armies of servants. And the basic



surety that you will live a long, luxurious life that would put most of Europe’s kings to shame.”


I don’t think he even heard me. He wrung his hands and complained, “I knew my uncle would be furious. I struck the commissionaire, then summoned the police and made him take me to his house to confront his wife. He said she’d left after asking him to make the coffee. Ha! A likely story! I demanded she be arrested and tortured. But the police found nothing! They’ve been following and interrogating them ever since and still nothing! Or so they tell me. I’m afraid I missed most of it. I was stricken with brain fever that very night!”


“Brain fever?” As a medical doctor I was familiar with the affliction—it being one of the most epidemic of Britain’s made-up illnesses. Whenever one of the last generation of English doctors could not be bothered to diagnose their patient, they would simply declare a case of brain fever, prescribe rest and present a bill.


“Yes, I get it quite often,” Percy explained. “We called Dr. Ferrier, who said I was slightly overwrought, but I set him straight. I said this was a clear case of brain fever, if ever there was one—”


There wasn’t.
 

“—and that I must be returned home. Well, they whisked me here and set me up in this very room! They wanted to bring me to my own room, but there were stairs in the way! Stairs! So I made them kick Joseph out and put me in here. He didn’t mind. He’s a solid fellow. And here I have languished, in and out of consciousness. My uncle



blames me for the loss of his message! He’s furious with me! He’s threatened me, several times!”


My eyebrows went up. This didn’t sound like the Lord Holdhurst I knew. The man was an arch-conservative politician, but famous for his even temper and courtesy. His political reputation was for upholding basically indefensible beliefs by remaining calm and genial until his opponent’s patience ran out, he yelled, and by the laws of British propriety therefore forfeited the debate.


“Do you think you might help me, sweet, sweet Watson?”


“Do you think us to have hearts of stone?” Holmes cried. “Of course we’ll help!”


I sighed my exasperation, but was forced to admit, “There are elements of this case that seem to fall under Holmes’s special purview. Most especially, that note you were tasked with copying. You say it is not quite a letter, not quite a document, that its meaning is changing? It sounds most irregular. Can you describe the thing?”


“No!” Percy howled. “I dare not! Lord Holdhurst was most clear! I can tell you whatever you like about the case it was kept in, but to describe the… item… to anyone is as good as death to me. Oh, when I think of what he would do to me… It’s… no, it’s too much! Oh! Oh! Brain fever!”


He threw the back of one pale hand across his brow, moaned, sank back amongst his pillows, and was still.


Finally.
 

“What do you make of it?” Holmes asked.




“There are certainly some features of interest. What is this strange document? What kind of thief rings a service bell in the midst of their crime? And…” I stared down at the helpless form of Percy Phelps. “…is it wrong to punch someone in their sleep?”


“I should think so,” said Holmes.
 

“Yes. Yes, of course it is,” I said, wiping my brow with the back of my sleeve. “I just… I needed to hear it said out loud. Thank you, Holmes.”


No sooner had I opened the door to leave than we were accosted by Joseph Harrison. He’d plainly been hovering outside the whole time.


“Did he tell you about it? Do you think you can help?” Harrison asked.


“He told us most of his troubles,” I said, “but the case is murky and ten days cold. I’m not confident.”


“Well, did you at least cheer him up enough so I can have my room back? He chased me out so fast, I never even got all my belongings.”


“Ha! I can well believe it. But surely, he wouldn’t mind if you came in to reclaim your things.”


“My sister would,” Joseph growled, “and she never leaves his side unless his mother sends three nurses to watch over him while she sleeps.”


“Well, she’s not in there now,” I pointed out, but was instantly made a liar.


At that moment, Annie Harrison turned the corner, saw Phelps collapsed across his bed and screamed, “Percy! What have those beasts done to you?” She jammed her



left elbow into my belly, her right into her brother’s and exploited the resulting gap to force her way into the room, to the side of her fallen love.


Joseph rubbed his stomach and told me, “Just let me know if there’s anything I can do to help you get me my room back, eh?”


He turned and trundled off down the hall. As soon as he’d gone, bleary-eyed Mr. Pixby approached and said, in a discreet undertone, “The master and missus are most distraught. If you are able to bring this matter to a satisfactory conclusion—that is, to repair the young master’s reputation and constitution to the point where he can rejoin civic life, be married and installed in his own home, far from here—Mr. Phelps would be happy to pay you… well… practically anything.”


“I’ll bet,” I harrumphed.
 

“Will sirs be staying for supper? Shall I prepare chambers for the night?” Pixby wondered.


“No,” I said. I stared guiltily at Holmes. To ask him to travel further was cruel. And yet, it was only an hour by train back to Waterloo… “We’ve already spoken to Percy—the only man in this house who was present at the scene of the crime. There’s nothing more for us here. I think we need to visit the Foreign Office and perhaps seek an audience with Lord Holdhurst. Are you up for a journey, Holmes?”


“Always.”


* * *




We returned to Baker Street that night, to get Holmes some much-needed rest. The morning found him in better health than I expected. Perhaps his repeated magical restructuring of his legs had helped put them back to rights. Or maybe—and this suspicion had been growing in my mind for some time—Holmes was only ever as wounded as he remembered to be. Distracting Holmes seemed always to be a strangely efficacious method of healing him.


When we arrived at the Foreign Office we were met by Detective Inspector Forbes, who had charge of the case. He’d been given instructions to be forthcoming and helpful, yet even the illustrious Mr. Phelps had no power to command him to enjoy our company. To Forbes, we were nothing more than the latest in a long line of ridiculous demands from the Phelpses—hampering a case he had long ago deemed hopeless.


And who could blame him? Eleven days of regular use had quite obliterated every clue the Foreign Office might once have offered. Forbes introduced us to Mr. Tangey, the much-abused commissionaire. In the absence of evidence against him, he’d been allowed to continue in his position, but it was clear that the close attention of Scotland Yard had weighed heavily on him. Forbes confided in us that the investigation against the Tangeys had utterly bogged down. Their inquiries had done nothing but waste the Yard’s time and afford the actual perpetrator ample time to pursue his agenda unharried.


We saw the hallway that ran past Percy’s office and



examined the exits from the building. The only information they yielded was this: they were exits. Anyone who had left by either of those doors eleven days ago by any means fair or foul might by now be anywhere in London. Nearly anywhere in Europe. We could learn nothing.


Forbes informed us that Percy’s office had not been used since the night of the crime. Imagine my surprise when I entered only to find it had been positively ravaged. Papers lay strewn everywhere. Every lock on Percy’s desk had been forced, every drawer bottom pried off in search of hidden compartments.


“Is this the result of the investigation?” I asked Forbes.
 

He bristled at that. “Not my investigation. Lord Holdhurst saw fit to mount his own. Now and again, when he’s in his cups, he comes down here and mounts another one.”


Though it looked as if the room had been thoroughly combed, I nevertheless climbed up on a chair and examined the conduit through which the bell-pull entered the room. Oh, how I had hoped to come down off that chair waving the missing communication and tell Forbes, “Ha! Did you not think to look in there? Did you not realize the criminal stashed his loot before making good his escape? That is why the bell rang when Percy was berating the commissionaire! It was not bravado, not coincidence, but the natural result of a desperate man hiding treasure up against the bell-pull!”


But no. If ever the criminal had engaged in that particular obfuscation, he’d had days to return and claim



his prize, and there was nothing to be found but dust and spiderwebs.


“Any luck, Watson?” asked Holmes.
 

“I fear not. Perhaps we’ll learn something from Lord Holdhurst.”


“Ugh. Politicians…” said Holmes. “Never liked them. All responsible and grown-up and huffy. But they do tend to be busy, at least. Maybe he won’t have time to see us. Wouldn’t that be nice?”


Forbes grunted out a laugh. “Oh, I imagine he’ll make time. If he thinks there’s a chance you know anything of his missing secret, I promise you’ll not make it off these premises without seeing him. Go ahead: try and make a run for the door. See how far you get.”


Forbes was quite correct. As we exited Percy’s office, we were met in the hallway by a sallow-faced clerk who wondered how our inquiry was progressing and whether we might be prepared to report our progress to his superior. Two minutes later, we stood before the massive doors of Lord Holdhurst’s office, awaiting our summons. Though there were many petitioners waiting when we arrived, we were ushered straight past them and made to stand before the doors for exactly eight seconds while the clerk went inside to see if his Lordship was ready to receive us. A muffled, yet rough and husky voice from beyond the door shouted, “Yes, damn it! Of course!”


Lord Holdhurst’s office was not much better off than Percy Phelps’s. Again we saw papers in disarray, furniture out of place and drawers turned out. A surprising amount



of clothing was discarded about the room and no small collection of dishes. No sooner had our names cleared the clerk’s lips than he turned and fled the room.


From behind his desk, Lord Holdhurst fixed us with a hungry gaze. The man looked practically feral. His hair was mussed, his clothing wrinkled into a most disreputable state. His shoulders heaved as if he’d just been running and his eyes bespoke total exhaustion. Though I’d never met him personally, I knew his reputation well and let me say that if I had not seen several pictures of him in the papers, I’d have never believed this could be Lord Holdhurst. Was this the bastion of traditional English propriety and decorum? He looked like a man ruined by anger.


“Have you found it?” he demanded.


I hesitated, overcome by surprise. Thus, it was Holmes who made our answer. “I don’t think so,” he said. “Then again, we don’t know exactly what it is.”


“No!” Lord Holdhurst roared. “We won’t be speaking of it! Don’t ask! It is a secret of the highest import! I’ll tell you the same thing I told that fool Scotsman, MacGuffin: it doesn’t matter what it is, only that we’re seeking it! You’ll know it if you see it! You… you haven’t seen it?”


“The only thing we’ve seen is your nephew, Percy Phelps,” said Holmes. “He’s suffering; did you know?”


“Not suffering enough! He lost it! He ruined everything! My sister won’t let me see the little squid! And it’s a good thing, too, for I know what I’d do! I’d kill him! I’d kill him with my own hands!”




Lord Holdhurst brandished those hands at us. They were soft and—until recently—well maintained. They were the hands of an upper-class, indoor worker: unused to wielding anything heavier than a pen and utterly devoid of strength, but for that which desperation lent them.


Something was very wrong with Britain’s foreign minister. Even Holmes recognized it, for he gave me a sideways glance, raised his eyebrows and cocked one thumb at our host, as if to say, “Would you look at this?”


I gave a nod of agreement and said, “Yes… well… we have nothing to report, so… perhaps we’d best go look for it, eh?”


“Good idea, Watson,” said Holmes, beginning to edge back towards the door. “No time to waste, is there?”


“Not a minute,” I concurred, beginning my own subtle retreat. “We’ll let you know if we find it, of course.”


“You bring it right here!” Lord Holdhurst bellowed.
 

“Oh. Of course. Right here,” Holmes agreed.
 

“Don’t look at it!”


“Why would we?”


“Don’t open the case! I’ll know if it’s been opened!”


“Of course you would,” said Holmes. “Well… that’s all, then. Goodbye. Good luck to us. And… er… we are dismissed.”


With that, he reached back and whisked open the door. The two of us leapt through, slammed it shut and leaned back against it.


“That’s a fairly intense statesman, Watson.”


“Agreed, Holmes. He seems quite unhinged. Probably



lying, as well. Did you hear him say he’d know if the case had been opened? Yet he gave it to Percy and ordered him to open it. Has he seen it since he gave it to Percy?”


“How?” Holmes wondered. “Why?”


“Well, he was one of only two people to know Percy had the thing. And he clearly values it. I’d been wondering if Lord Holdhurst himself might be the thief.”


Holmes gave me a doubtful glance.
 

“I know… it seems unlikely. Yesterday I began to think: suppose Lord Holdhurst found himself in possession of a secret he wished might be lost, yet did not want to be the fellow to lose it. Might he not have given it to Percy then arranged for it to be stolen, just to have a scapegoat in place?”


Holmes gave me an incredulous eye-roll and said, “A fine theory, Watson, and one I might congratulate you on if I had not just seen Lord Holdhurst. Let me tell you something I suspect you know: that man wants something. Whatever it is that’s missing, he yearns to have it back. He has lost control of himself and the thing that’s got control now is called desire.”


“I am forced to agree. And didn’t it seem… still fresh? He seemed acutely desperate. I cannot imagine how much energy it would take to maintain that level of anxiety for eleven days.”


A polite cough caused me to look up. The entire roomful of petitioners was staring at Holmes and me.


“Yes… well… perhaps we had best continue this discussion at Baker Street, eh, Holmes?”




“I think I’d rather continue it in Antarctica than right here. Let’s go.”


* * *


Waiting for us at Baker Street were the three undelivered letters Percy had complained of the day before. In addition, there were three more he’d written that morning. I would have ignored them all were it not for the fact that his father had written one as well. I cut the envelope, folded it open and in no time, gave a cry of alarm.


“What is it?” wondered Holmes.
 

“There has been an attempt on Percy’s life! Last night, as he slept!”


Holmes gave me a queer look, stern and searching at the same time.


“What is it, Holmes?”


“Watson… where were you last night?”


“I was here, with you!”


“The whole time? It’s not as if I had you in view all night long.”


“Holmes! You don’t suppose I—”


He leaned in and redoubled the intensity of his doubtful stare.


“I wouldn’t kill Percy Phelps, Holmes.”


If he leaned any further, he was sure to tumble over.
 

“No! Look… I may have chucked him in the duck pond once or twice… filled his cap up with figgy pudding… but I would never… Stop looking at me like that! See here, Holmes, if my word is not enough for you, check the train



schedules! There is simply no way I could have made it all the way out to Briarbrae House, made an attempt on Phelps and returned here before you missed me at breakfast!”


“Bah! Very well!” Holmes cried. “Then your name is cleared by a happy technicality, and yet your guilt is plain to any who care to behold your face!”


“Good Lord, Holmes, you’re beginning to sound exactly like Scotland Yard. Anyway, I suppose we’ve got work to do. Heavy though it makes my heart, it seems we must hurry back to the bedside of ‘Tadpole’ Phelps and see if we can figure out who’s tried to bump the little blighter off.”


* * *


We returned to find Briarbrae House transformed to Briarbrae Fortress. It seems the old home had served as the regional arsenal some centuries ago. Thus every groom, every stable boy, every cook and scullery maid had been outfitted with ancient helmets and bracers, armed and sent into the field. The grounds were patrolled by gangs of bitter-looking chambermaids armed with sixteenth-century harquebuses, which were certain to be instantly fatal to anyone so foolish as to try to fire one. As we approached, Pixby burst from the front door, armed with a pike and clad in a droopy white surcoat with a red cross. The thing was worn so sere as to be nearly translucent and seemed as if it was old enough to have been used in the First Crusa—


Wait…




No.


No, it’s not possible…


Is it?


“Who goes there?” Pixby demanded. Yet, since we were standing right in front of him and he’d met us only the day before, he was in the perfect position to recognize exactly who went there. He therefore demurred, lowered his pike and said, “Ah! Dr. Watson. Mr. Holmes. So pleased to see you once more. The young master is intolerable. No! Ah! He’s in danger. Terrible danger. That is what I meant to convey.”


“Of course it is. Come on, Holmes.”


If the household staff of Briarbrae House had been pressed into service as an impromptu army, I might have guessed their general. Annie Harrison had properly fortified Percy Phelps’s temporary infirmary. She’d drawn a heavy wooden table across the doorway and stood behind it, ready to challenge any who approached. She’d placed a second table between the room’s two windows. Both were lined with a collection of England’s finest Brown Bess muskets. Unlike the weaponry on display outside, each of these had been seen to by Annie herself and lay cleaned, loaded, cocked and gleaming. It seems Miss Harrison had no patience for reloading but had piled ready weapons in such numbers that she could simply discharge one, cast it aside and grab the next with such alacrity as to murder an entire cavalry regiment if one should be so foolish as to try to charge her position.


She glared at me. Behind her, her brother leaned



on the second gun table looking apologetic and glum. His eyes were baggy with… not just fatigue, clearly, but actual lack of sleep. I tried to remain calm and calming as I heaved aside the table and squeezed into Percy’s sick room/fortress keep.


“All right, Phelps?” I asked.
 

“Watson? Sweet Watson, is it you? Oh, you won’t believe it! As I slept, last night! A murderer! Horror! Confusion!”


“Holmes, would you be so kind as to lower Percy back down upon his pillows and stroke his fevered brow? If you don’t I’m sure he’s going to faint again and we’ll be stuck up here forever. Now tell me about this murderer of yours, Tadpole.”


“Well, as I lay, not quite sleeping, composing an ode on the subject of the unknowability of God’s plan and how it is unfairly stacked against England’s aristocracy…”


It actually was a good sign. As a doctor, hearing that Percy was turning his efforts back to the faux-artistic navel-staring of old was a sure indicator of recovery.


“…I thought I heard a noise! Just there, at the window! I pulled the covers up around my nose and waited. Sure enough, in only a moment more a dark figure lunged at my window from outside and smote it open with a sword!”


“No! A sword?” Holmes exclaimed, eyes alight with happiness. “Horror! Confusion!”


I rolled my eyes at the two of them and stepped to the window Percy indicated. Clearly, the thing had never been sword-smitten, yet I did find a few scratches near



the latch. So, by “sword” Phelps was likely to have meant “some flat instrument, slid through the crack to lift the window latch”. A screwdriver, perhaps? No, it wouldn’t fit through such a narrow gap…


In the course of my investigation, I opened the window and looked down. Practically every flower in the bed below had been trampled and the earth that held them was crisscrossed with footprints. Whatever else, there seemed to have been a fairly impressive quantity of lurking done here, in the past few days.


I closed the window and turned back to Percy. “What happened next?”


“The fellow came straight at me, to that corner over there!” said Phelps, pointing to a dressing table on the far side of the room.


“Hmm… So, in an attempt to murder you with a sword, the attacker steps over here…” I muttered, walking away from the bed to the place he indicated. Next to the dressing table were a few water pipes, which had been poorly fitted when the ancient house gained running water. “What happened then?”


“Well, I knew I was cornered,” said Phelps. “What could I do? I knew I must stand and fight!”


“You?” I asked, archly. “Stood?”


“No, I didn’t actually have to. For, you see, I gave a mighty battle cry. Hearing that he wouldn’t have it all his way, my attacker’s courage broke. He flung aside his sword and fled through the window.”


“You have his sword, then?”




Joseph Harrison gave me a glance as if I were a complete fool and said, “No. We didn’t find a sword. Percy had a nightmare, that’s what I think.”


Harrison seemed to be at the end of his patience with the whole affair. I turned back to Percy and asked, “Did you get a good look at the fellow?”


“No. He wore a dark cloak, pulled up around his face.”


“Hmm… And what happened next?”


“Well, my mighty battle cry alerted the household. Annie, Pixby and one of the nurses were in here in a flash!”


“Wait now… There was nobody in the room with you? Joseph told me that either Annie or a flock of nurses were constantly at your side.”


Percy colored a bit and mumbled, “Well, yes. Until last night I was never unattended. But you gave me such hope, sweet Watson! I thought… with you on the case… perhaps I was well enough to be on my own.”


“So, the ‘murderer’ struck on the very first night you were alone? That is telling. Now, Annie, when you arrived, was the window open?”


She clenched her musket in both hands and gave me a grim nod which not only let me know that the window had been open, but also that if she ever found out who had opened it, she would gun him down that very instant.


“Unlikely to have been a nightmare, then,” I noted. “Unless it was one that could open a window.”


“Oh, there are plenty of those, Watson,” Holmes assured me.


“Nevertheless…”




I turned my attention back to the far corner of the room and was rewarded, in short order, by the gleam of silver from behind the water pipes. Leaning down, I extricated the culprit, held it up for all to see and asked, “Percy, is this your butter knife?”


“Yes. But I have no idea what it’s doing back there.”


“I think I might,” I said, with a smile. I looked about the room, carefully gathering my thoughts and vetting my theories. Yes… the case was coming together.


“What shall we do, Watson? How shall we protect Percy?” Annie demanded.


I gazed out the window at the failing light. December days are short and darkness, I knew, would soon hold sway. “This is what I suggest…”


* * *


The Briarbrae Militia was disbanded. As this was accomplished without any of the grooms blowing their fingers off, I consider it an unqualified success.


Percy was moved to his own quarters—a task more difficult than dissolving any militia you care to name. There were stairs in the way, you see. I gather he was no great enthusiast for them, even when he was well. A great team of grooms, gardeners, stablehands and—I made sure— Joseph Harrison were led from one sick room to another by the indefatigable Pixby. Tadpole Phelps mewled the whole way.


I’m sure Annie Harrison wished to be ever by his side, but I could not allow it. I had other uses for her. I let her



wrap Percy up in a cocoon of soft blankets and mop his brow, but as the litter-bearers scooped him up, I blocked Miss Harrison’s way. “Madam,” I told her, “I am afraid you must remain here.”


I was pleased she wasn’t carrying one of her muskets at that moment, or those would likely have been my last words.


“What are you talking about, sir? By what right do you pretend—”


“Has anybody told her my occupation?” I wondered aloud.


Straining beneath the weight of Percy Phelps (and a few hundred blankets), Joseph grunted, “Listen to him, Annie. He’s a doctor.”


Miss Harrison’s eyes went wide. I could barely contain my smile. We doctors enjoy a number of social allowances that should never have been extended to us. Lenders are unshakably certain that a doctor will be able to pay his debts, no matter how crushing. Constables seem to be willing to let us get away with a bit more than the average gentleman, but their tolerance is nothing compared to what judges allow us. Nevertheless, there is no facet of society that grants us greater stature than these: hypochondriacs and worrywarts. To them, we are next unto God.


Annie faltered. I spoke. “It is of utmost importance that Percy be given time to recover his own internal strength. He must have no outside assistance. Like a baby bird which cannot flourish unless he bursts his own shell, Percy must either take heart and grow strong, or he will



be coddled and begin his final decline. You might think it a kindness to offer Percy your hand in his hour of need but I tell you this: if you go to attend him tonight, Percy will die.”


Did I say next unto God? To those who thrive on over-concern, any doctor who is willing to foretell doom far outranks the Almighty. Annie Harrison steeled her features and asked, “What must I do?”


“Stay right here. Should the murderer decide to finish his deed, he will no doubt return to the place where he believes Percy to be resting. Look: darkness is gathering. He may come at any time. Hold this room, Miss Harrison. Do not leave it for anything, or it may be the end of Percy. If you need food, ring the bell. If you need to use the lavatory… er… look, there is a flower pot. Do you understand the severity of this responsibility? Will you do your best to preserve Percy?”


Of course she would.


Poor Miss Harrison missed quite the dinner that night. To the Phelps family and the staff at Briarbrae, any tiny move towards normalcy was an occasion for raucous celebration. Sherries were called for and quaffed with great abandon by any who cared to partake. Then brandies. Then a surprising quantity of Scotch whisky. I was a bally hero, too. Though I was constantly seized by the shoulder, shaken, congratulated, and offered libation, I did my best to abstain. So did Holmes, though I always knew I could count on it. Due to brandy’s complete failure to be either toast or soup, Holmes had no interest in it. After an hour



or so of such treatment, I began to make our excuses.


“No, no, no. Holmes and I have urgent business in London.”


“But won’t you—”


“We shall return tomorrow to check in, but I expect every success.”


“Are you sure you won’t—”


“I’m afraid we cannot. Come along, Holmes.”


On the way out, I stopped at Percy’s former sick room to make one important modification to my defenses. “Miss Harrison, may I have a word? I fear I may have made a mistake placing you within this room. What if the killer should spy you through the window? You might scare him off. Or he might be armed with a pistol, you see? No, I think it would be better if we placed you in the hallway, just outside the room. That way you are in no danger and yet positioned to make sure the killer cannot make his way further into the house.”


Miss Harrison heartily agreed, dragged her table full of muskets to the other side of the doorway and fortified herself in the hall. At last, I was free to leave.


As Holmes and I stepped out into the cold December air, my friend mentioned, “You know, Watson, it’s a pretty inconvenient hour to try and get back to London.”


“We’re not going to London,” I told him. “We are going to the next flower bed down from Percy’s sick room.”


“Are we? To what purpose?”


“To finally solve this thing and extricate Tadpole Phelps from my twice-damned life. Now, come on. We’ve



got to go a way along the road so it looks like we’ve left, then double back and get in position.”


The flower beds did not offer sufficient concealment, but Holmes found a little stand of trees that would suffice. It had a good view of the windows to Percy’s old room and yet enough concealment that we might easily go unnoticed. Even the moon did its part, hiding behind the clouds and shedding very little light across the lawn. Holmes moved with complete normalcy, his wounds seemingly forgotten, along with his strange desire to sport goat legs. Indeed his chief complaint was, “It’s cold, Watson. Are you sure this is going to work?”


“I think so, Holmes. I have a narrative that suits the clues and can think of no other. It begins with the question: ‘Why would a thief ring a bell in the middle of his crime?’”


“I can think of a dozen reasons.”


“Of course you can, Holmes, for you possess more creativity than sense. But try this one on for size: because he did not intend to be a thief! Let us recall that Percy expected to meet someone in London that night.”


“Oh! Joseph Harrison?”


“Just so. Let us suppose Harrison tired of waiting for Percy and went to call on him at the office. He finds Percy gone, rings for the commissionaire to see what has become of him, then his eye lights on… well… whatever it was that Percy and Lord Holdhurst seem so eager to hide. Does it have a clear monetary value? If so, Harrison might easily have seized it and made good his escape while Percy harried the commissionaire downstairs.”




“And then he came back here?”


“Yes. And—here’s the important bit—he hid his ill-gotten find in his room.”


“Why is that important?”


“Because he got chased out of that room as soon as Percy returned. Remember, he complained that he was turned out without even the chance to ‘reclaim all his belongings’. Since that time, Percy, Annie and the army of nurses have ensured he had no chance to remove his treasure.”


“Until last night,” Holmes reasoned.
 

“Exactly! And how would a thief or murderer know Percy was alone in that room, unless he was somebody who spent his days inside that house? If that’s not enough, consider that the intruder lifted the window latch with one of the Phelps’s own butter knives. And did you see how tired Harrison looked? There was a man who’d lost a good portion of sleep last night, I’ll wager.”


“And the sword?”


“There was never a sword! Percy saw the butter knife and panicked.”


“Oh, so that’s why the murderer didn’t approach the bed.”


“Yes. He never wished Percy any harm. Or… no more than the rest of us do. He simply moved to recover his stolen goods—”


“Until Percy gave his battle cry!”


“‘Squealed like a piglet’ is what I think you mean. But yes, Harrison was foiled. Likewise, he had no chance



to recover his treasure with the entire staff armed and marching the grounds. Nor could he get it once I’d fooled his sister into guarding the room all day.”


“But she’s gone now.”


“No, she is in the hallway, just outside. Otherwise, he might simply walk into the room and make good his theft. With Annie Harrison blocking the internal door, Joseph Harrison has no way into that room except…”


“One of those windows, right there!” Holmes crowed.
 

“Correct! But hush! I see a shadow—here he comes!”


“Er… rather a small shadow, don’t you think, Watson?”


“Is it?”


“That would be the cat, I think,” said Holmes, giving my shoulder a comforting pat. “I don’t know if anybody’s told you, Watson, but you have a tendency to get a bit worked up in moments such as this.”


Indeed, we had to wait over an hour before our man made his move. I huddled in my coat, struggling against the two drinks I’d been unable to refuse, which filled my blood with a warm glow and made every effort to persuade my body that this would be a fine spot for a nap. At last a sound came to our ears: the none-too-stealthy shutting of the servants’ door. Soon a shadowy figure crept along the side of the house, and—I had to admit—he did appear notably less feline than my initial suspect. He wore a dark cloak and covered his face with a mask, but I was fairly sure, from his weight and bearing, that I had guessed right. It was Joseph Harrison. We saw the gleam of silver as he lifted the window latch with another of the Phelps’s butter knives.




“All right,” said Holmes. “Let’s get him.”


“Wait! Give him a moment to get inside and retrieve his treasure.”


“Why?” Holmes wondered.
 

“Er… because it’s late and it’s cold and I’m too tired to look for it?”


“Fair enough.”


Thus, Holmes and I gave Harrison a few seconds’ head start before we worked our way across the lawn to the window. We could hear him in there, puttering about behind the water pipes. It seemed I’d overlooked a little maintenance hatch, built to allow water shutoff in case of leaks. By the time Holmes and I peeped in, Harrison had already retrieved his ill-gotten treasure and was turning back towards us.


“You there!” I bellowed, as I struggled through the window. “Halt!”


Joseph Harrison gave a little squeal of surprise and turned to unleash the only weapon he had to hand. The butter knife whizzed over my shoulder and struck Holmes dead in the center of his forehead.


But… you know… handle first.
 

“Ow!” said Holmes, as the discarded utensil plopped down into the flower bed at his feet. “I say! That was uncalled for!”


I had one leg through the window. Harrison would have done best to attack me while I was off balance, yet he did not. He was more a man of mischief than of action, I deemed. Across his chest, he clutched the oddest little



case. It was styled as a diplomat’s attaché, yet it was just slightly too small and made not of leather, but of a dull gray metal. The lazy gleam and obvious weight of the thing proclaimed this was most likely lead. Joseph Harrison cradled it like a precious thing. His eyes turned from me, to the inner door, to his only other means of escape.


“Holmes!” I cried. “The other window!”


“Very well.” Still rubbing his reddened brow with one hand, Holmes pointed the other at the second window. A purple streak of hellfire shot forth and blasted it right out of the wall.


“Holmes! What have you done?”


“Seen to the other window, just as you asked.”


“That wasn’t what I wanted!”


“Well then, you should have clarified, shouldn’t you?”


“How could that be what I wanted?”


Yet, the sudden blast of hellfire was enough to convince Harrison he wanted nothing to do with that particular means of egress. He turned back towards the door, threw it open and tried to escape down the hall.


Which he should not have done.


There in the doorway stood Annie with a Brown Bess under each arm and an expression of vengeful resolve on her face. She pointed both weapons at the masked intruder’s chest and yanked back the triggers. Annie Harrison must have had some martial knowledge, for— judging that range and accuracy would be of limited use in such close confines—she had double-loaded both muskets. Four balls slammed into Joseph’s chest, utterly ruining his



heart, his aortic arch, both lungs, one pulmonary artery and… well… fairly hollowing the poor fellow out. Even as he fell, my trained eye could see there was no point in trying to save him. Then again, some effort might be well spent trying to save myself. No sooner had the twin gouts of smoke mushroomed off Joseph Harrison’s shattered chest than Annie threw down both muskets and reached for a second pair.


“No! Miss Harrison, it’s me! It’s Dr. Watson!” I cried, raising my hands and nearly falling back out of the window.


“Hello, Annie!” said Holmes, waving jovially through the smoking hole he’d made in the wall.


She leveled the second pair of muskets at me and asked, “What are you doing here?”


“Chasing the criminal. He’d stashed Percy’s missing case in this very room on the night of the theft. We let him retrieve it, then came in to get it from him, but… Oh, Annie… I’m so sorry… It was your brother. That’s Joseph.”


She glanced down at the still-twitching body, gave a derisive little sniff and grumbled, “Well, he shouldn’t have stolen from my Percy, should he? I warned him his scheming would get him in trouble someday. I told him and told him. But did he ever listen to me?”


Apparently not.


Annie’s eyes traveled the fallen form of her brother and came to rest on the case he still clutched in his left arm. “Is that it? That’s what my little Tadpole lost?”


I hesitated, stunned that even Annie called Phelps “Tadpole”.




“Er… yes.”


Annie dropped one of the muskets and reached down for it.


“Wait! Miss Harrison, Holmes and I must examine that.”


“No.”


“Please, Miss Harrison—”


“No! Lord Holdhurst was very clear: Percy’s only hope is in returning this, with its secrets intact. You’ll not endanger my Percy!” She pointed the remaining musket straight at my heart.


I had little doubt she’d use it. All I could do was hiss, “Holmes! Stop her!”


“You know, Watson, in light of recent events I feel I should clarify: do you mean you wish me to kill her with demon-fire?”


“No!”


“Well, there. You see? I’m glad I clarified. What would you like me to do?”


“Stop her; get that case back.”


“With or without resorting to magic?”


“Without!”


“How do you propose I do that?”


It was too late, anyway. Awakened by the sudden burst of musket-fire, Pixby and a few other ready braves burst into the hallway behind Annie. “What is it?” Pixby cried. “What has happened?”


“The intruder is dead,” Annie said, evenly. “I’m afraid it was my own brother, Joseph. Misguided soul… On a



happier note, Percy’s treasure is recovered and his future restored. Out of my way, please, I am bringing this straight to my little Tadpole.”


“But, Miss Harrison, we have to—”


“Straight to Percy!” Annie insisted, pointing the musket at Pixby’s dour little moustache.


It should surprise nobody that Annie Harrison got her way. Percy was ecstatic. He fainted with joy. Three times. Word was sent to London that very night. Lord Holdhurst appeared the next morning and—though he did not explicitly forgive Percy Phelps—he disappeared back down the lane clutching his precious case and laughing like a maniac.


Lord and Lady Phelps were oddly pleased by the turn of events. There is a certain reticence whenever a lowborn, less wealthy young lady marries into a family such as theirs—there is always the question of her motives and her loyalty. It turns out that gunning down one’s own brother in defense of one’s fiancé is a fine way to prove exactly whose side one is on. Her iron-clad loyalty to Percy confirmed, Annie was welcomed into the family. Everyone was so delighted, they barely even cared about the grand new hole in their wall.


Holmes and I returned to Baker Street feeling somewhat defeated. Yes, we’d solved the mystery. Yes, Percy had been restored, which also meant he had no reason to pester me further. The turmoil that had so disturbed our Foreign Office was ameliorated and life was free to return to normal. Yet, Holmes and I never got to look into that



attaché case. Even that day, it rankled us to have come so close to an arcane mystery and not encountered it. At first it seemed merely an annoyance. In less than two weeks, I’d find out how dire that setback had truly been.
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