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For Linda—
Let me count the ways…




PROLOGUE


MONDAY, 10 FEBRUARY 1890
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All the world’s a stage,
And all the men and women merely players:
They have their exits and their entrances;
And one man in his time plays many parts…
WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE


FROM THE UNPUBLISHED JOURNAL OF JOHN H. WATSON, M.D.


It is with a heavy heart and much trepidation that I set down on these pages the incidents surrounding the sudden and mysterious disappearance of Sherlock Holmes. I shall record the few things that I now know, as they happened, and can only hope that later entries in this journal will reveal a satisfactory explanation, and indeed will record the return of Holmes to his familiar surroundings alive and unharmed.


It was precisely one week ago, Tuesday, the fourth of February 1890, that saw the beginning of the incidents that I am about to relate. My wife had gone to Bristol for the fortnight, visiting an aged and infirm distant relation (indeed, she is not yet returned), and so I found myself at loose ends that afternoon after completing my hospital rounds and seeing two or three private patients at their homes. I decided to brave the chill winds a bit longer and knock up my old friend and companion to see if he was free to share a bite of dinner with me.


“Ah, Watson,” Holmes said, turning around to peer at me as I entered the old, familiar sitting room, “quite recovered, I see.”


“Why, yes, thank you,” I said, hanging my overcoat and scarf on the brass hook by the door. “I won’t bother asking you how you know I have been ill; you probably deduced it from a little spot of grease on my waistcoat.”


“Actually, from that second handkerchief peeping out of your back pocket,” Holmes told me, “as well as the fact that you’re wearing your Windsor hat, which I know even the coldest weather would not cause you to put on unless you were in the grip of the, ah, grippe, or something of the sort.”


“And that I’m recovered?” I asked, pulling off the hat in question.


“Well, look at you,” Holmes said. “Despite the precautions you felt it necessary to take when you left the house this morning, the spare handkerchief seems to be unused, and you seem quite like your sprightly usual self.”


“Quite so,” I agreed. “Quite so. And I’ve come up to invite you to dine with me at the Croydon, if you’ve nothing else on.”


“But I have, Watson,” Holmes exclaimed. “And you shall join me. Your timing is excellent.” He jumped to his feet and strode to the door, clapping me on the back as he passed. “Just give me a moment to throw on my overcoat and we’ll be on our way to a better, or at least more interesting, dinner than the Croydon could supply.”


“What is it, Holmes?” I asked, pulling my own overcoat back on.


Holmes grabbed his cane and bowler from the rack by the door, wrapped a long silk scarf around his neck, and started down the stairs. “Come along, Watson,” he said over his shoulder, “and dine with me at the Bank of England!”


“Really, Holmes,” I said, hurrying after him. “I’m delighted to be of assistance, as always, but what is to be our agenda? Is this to be an evening of hiding in the cellar waiting for criminals to tunnel up into the vaults? Are we to bring sandwiches and revolvers, and perhaps a jug of hot tea?”


“Not at all, old friend,” Holmes reassured me. “The dinner will be in the private dining room of the Honorable Eustace Bergarot, the governor of the bank, and the meal and the wine will be of the finest his personal kitchen has to offer. In return, I believe, I will be expected to offer advice on some trifling problem of bank security over our post-prandial snifter of brandy and several of the governor’s excellent cigars.”


“But, Holmes,” I protested, “you can’t just bring me along, uninvited—”


“Nonsense!” Holmes expostulated, winding a long scarf around his neck against the damp chill of the February evening. “Besides, the Honorable Bergarot mentioned that he enjoyed those little pieces you write about my cases, and warned me that if you joined us our conversation over dinner was to be regarded as confidential, sub-rosa as it were, and you were not to put it in one of your little stories. His phrase, ‘little stories,’ not mine, old chap. So, you see, you have explicitly been invited.”


Holmes raised his arm to hail a passing hansom cab, and we were on our way to visit that ancient institution that has become known as the Old Lady of Threadneedle Street.


* * *


The dining room in the private chambers in the Bank of England was small, furnished with comfortable leather-covered chairs around an oval cherrywood table, rather like a private room at one of the better clubs. Its walls were covered with framed mementos from two centuries of private banking with clients that included dukes, earls, and archbishops, as well as sultans, emirs, aghas, kings, and queens. The Honorable Eustace Bergarot, a short, heavy man with muttonchop whiskers and a totally bald head, put us at our ease immediately with his informal manner and his humorous attitude toward the perils of banking and life. I should say put me at my ease, since Holmes has long since ceased to be impressed by any man or woman, or surprised by any circumstance that I am aware of.


We, in our turn, entertained the Honorable Bergarot with tales of Holmes’s exploits. I told the tales, actually, and Holmes corrected me when I strayed too far from the truth, or drifted too far from the strict, almost scientific narrative into the romantic. Holmes still fails to understand that most people want to hear about the human aspects of his cases and not about what he deduced from two specks of green wool on a brown coverlet or a smear of liver sausage on the cheek of the portrait of a seventeenth-century baronet. I told Bergarot of a couple of cases I intend to write up someday that I believe show the human side of Holmes’s work. In my notes I call them “The Case of the Alabaster Skull,” and “The Case of the Myopic Magician.”


After the dinner dishes were cleared away, Bergarot, as predicted, produced a decanter of brandy from the tantalus on the sideboard and a box of cigars from a drawer in the same sideboard, and reflected on the security aspects of running the world’s most important bank. He told us, for example, of an incident in the 1830s when the directors of the bank received a letter from a man who offered to meet them in the bullion vaults at a time of their choosing. They didn’t believe the letter, but took the anonymous author up on his challenge, assembling in the vault one night. At the appointed time there was a scraping sound, two of the floorboards were pushed aside, and a man in dirty white coveralls pulled himself up out of the hole thus revealed.


The man worked in the London sewers, and he had discovered, quite by accident, an ancient drain running directly under the bank and connecting to the vault. For his honesty in not making off with the millions of pounds’ worth of bullion within easy grasp, the bank rewarded him £800. Which was a small fortune for a sewerman, but still one wonders how the figure was arrived at.


After perhaps half an hour of brandy, cigars, and stories, Bergarot leaned forward. “Now, if you have no objection,” he said, “a brief spot of business.” He put his hands flat on the table. “Mr. Holmes, on behalf of the Bank of England, I would like to employ you.”


“So I surmised,” Holmes said. “To do what?”


Bergarot considered. “I’m not sure how to put it,” he confessed. “Perhaps it would be nearer to the mark to say that the bank would like to place you on retainer for the next few months. We would like you to, as the barristers say, hold a watching brief.”


Holmes nodded. “And for what am I to be watching, burglars rising out of the drains?”


“Ah, yes, well, the answer to that is difficult. We don’t know exactly. There is—now, this is strictly confidential, you understand—there is a large quantity of gold bullion even now being gathered in Calcutta for shipment to London, specifically for storage in our vaults. It is gold reserve that we are to hold for several Indian princes and maharajas and the like—people who rule over immensely wealthy provinces of India.”


“I see,” Holmes said. “The Raj is making sure that the underling princes behave by holding their wealth in protective custody.”


“Even though it’s a great aggregate of gold, it’s only a small part of their collective wealth, Mr. Holmes,” Bergarot said. “And, as many of these princes are now sending their children to public school or university here in England, I think we hold even more effective assurances of their good behavior. The gold is being sent by a group of the more, ah, progressive maharajas, who intend to use it to modernize their kingdoms and provide services for their subjects. Also part of the reserve is to be used to back a new paper currency that will be used throughout the subcontinent. Or such is my understanding. Besides, the Bank of England is a privately held company, and we do not make government policy.”


“True,” Holmes admitted. “But I don’t know what you need my services for. I assume that this hoard will be adequately guarded. Surely you must take no chances with such a responsibility.”


“It is precisely with the idea of taking no chances that we wish to hire you,” Bergarot explained. “As you must know, shipments like this are best conducted in complete secrecy. Well, somehow word of this shipment has leaked out. Rumors have spread through the upper classes, and I must assume they have filtered down to the lower orders. Why, only last weekend at a dinner party the Duchess of Denver asked me whether we were going to have to enlarge our vaults to hold all this new gold.”


“Ah!” Holmes said. “And are you?”


“No,” Bergarot said. “Our vault space is adequate to the occasion. But we are worried that, as word seems to have gotten out, criminal gangs might be planning to make an assault on the gold.”


“They might indeed,” Holmes agreed. “There is one man in particular—but that is merely surmise.”


“We would like you to surmise, Mr. Holmes,” Bergarot told him. “We would like you to use your knowledge of the criminal classes to tell us what we must guard against. Also we would like you to use your contacts in the criminal underworld to discover any plots against the shipment so that we can foil them before they have a chance to mature.”


“How is the bullion being shipped?” Holmes asked.


“In the steamship The Empress of India. A special vault is even now being constructed in the cargo hold. The ship leaves for Calcutta at the end of the week. It will be used to take the currency to India, and to bring the gold back. The return journey should begin in about two months.”


“Ah! The paper money is being printed here.”


“Yes. The Tainsburn and Belaugh Mint here in London is printing the paper currency. We are not too concerned with protecting that on its way to Calcutta, as the currency is of a new design, and thus it is useless to anyone until after it has been introduced. We are concerned with safeguarding the gold on its journey from Calcutta to our vault.”


Holmes shook his head. “That is not merely a watching brief you require of me, Mr. Bergarot; an assignment of that nature would occupy me full time until the shipment is secure in your vaults.”


“Yes, of course,” Bergarot agreed. “And we will pay you commensurately.”


“I wasn’t thinking of the money, sir,” Holmes said. “I have other commitments at the moment.”


“Surely none as important as this?”


“They are as important to the people involved,” Holmes said. “But I’ll see what I can do. I’ll give you as much of my time as possible, and we’ll have to hope that it will be enough. In the meantime, ask Scotland Yard to send along either Inspector Gregson or Inspector Lestrade; I’ve found them to be the most alert and capable of the men of the detective division.”


“I’ll do that. Thank you, Mr. Holmes,” Bergarot said, reaching over and shaking his hand.


* * *


When we arrived back at Baker Street, Holmes suggested that I stay the night. “You can have your old room,” he said, “and leave for your hospital rounds tomorrow after breakfast.”


“Gladly, and thank you,” I told him. “And I have no rounds tomorrow.”


“All the better. You can assist me in a little direct research. We’ll let the Old Lady of Threadneedle Street pay your wages for the day.”


“What do you have in mind?” I asked.


“Merely eliminating a few improbabilities,” he told me. And, in his usual infuriatingly taciturn manner, he offered no further information.


Holmes stayed up long after I had retired, poring over ancient maps and charts of London that he took from his vast collection of such things, or so I surmised from the clutter of such documents on the table and the empty coffee urn on the sideboard when I arose the next morning. After Mrs. Hudson served up her usual overabundance of good, wholesome British food, we strode out into the chill fog in search of, so Holmes informed me, a specific manhole cover. “There are several possibilities according to the old maps,” he told me. “We have to see which one still exists. If one man can come in through the drains, possibly another can follow where he led.”


“But Holmes,” I protested, “that was over fifty years ago. Surely that access has been thoroughly sealed by now.”


“Probably,” Holmes admitted, “but it’s best to be sure.”


It was close onto noon when Holmes found a suitable manhole in an alley by the side of an old brick office building on King William Street, so we paused for lunch at a nearby chophouse. By this I could tell that Holmes wasn’t taking the current investigation too seriously. When he was truly on the scent of a criminal, or gathering information in a case, he would often forget meals entirely, sometimes for several days. It was this sort of single-mindedness, combined with his high intelligence and his great font of specialized knowledge, that made him the indefatigable crime-solver that he was.


After lunch we returned to King William Street and Holmes artfully removed the manhole cover with the aid of a small pry bar he had concealed under his inverness. My instructions were to wait on the sidewalk by the cover while Holmes dropped down into the sewer tunnel and investigated. “I don’t really expect to run into a gang of desperate gold thieves down here,” he told me, “but in case there is any trouble I leave it to you to give a few short blasts on your police whistle—you do have your police whistle with you?—and then come to my rescue with such reinforcements as you can gather.”


“How will I know if you need me?” I asked him. “You’ll be somewhere out of sight down there.”


“True,” Holmes said, reaching into his fob pocket and pulling out his own police whistle at the end of a short silver chain. “In those closed tunnels a blast on this should travel for quite a distance. I’ll sound the alarm and you follow through.”


“Right, Holmes,” I agreed.


Holmes nodded and did up the belt on his inverness. “I shouldn’t be too long,” he said. He swung his feet over to the ladder on one side of the hole and clambered down. I watched him leave and followed his progress until he disappeared from view down the tunnel. For a while I could hear his footsteps on the brick walkway that ran along the side of the tunnel, and then they faded away.


I turned up my collar against the gusts of chill wind which blew down King William Street as I stood by the side of the manhole, stamping my feet for warmth, and waited. I occupied myself with reminiscing about my relationship with Holmes and our adventures together. If it wasn’t for Holmes my life would have been—what?—an endless series of sore throats, upset stomachs, and broken bones, with the occasional incurable disease thrown in to remind me of how little we doctors actually know. My wife taught me to love, and Holmes gave me relief from boredom and tried to teach me how to think; it is not for me to say how well he succeeded. There is much I owe both of them.


Perhaps fifteen or twenty minutes after Holmes had disappeared down the hole, there was a rushing sound, and a torrent of water passed in the tunnel beneath me. It was only brief moments later when I heard the shrill blast of a police whistle reverberating below. Holmes was in trouble! I immediately blew on my own whistle and, when a constable came running up, explained the situation to him as best I could, urged him to get help, and plunged down into the tunnel below.


I was soon joined by several uniformed constables and then by Inspector Giles Lestrade of Scotland Yard and several of his men. We searched well into the night, but found nothing, no trace of Holmes’s presence, no hint of what might have happened to him, except that after several hours one of the constables found, on a ledge some distance down a side tunnel, a police whistle attached to a short silver chain.


* * *


There has been no further sign of him, no word from him, and no hint of what might have happened to him until yesterday, when a constable noticed a beggar wearing an inverness coat several sizes too large for him. On inspection, it was shown to be Holmes’s own coat, and the sack coat and trousers the man had on beneath the Inverness were those Holmes had been wearing when we left the house that day. The man claimed he had found the garments this past Saturday in a dustbin on Newgate Street, some considerable distance away from the spot where Holmes disappeared.


So Holmes did not drown in that underground torrent. Which is on one hand a relief, and on the other a great mystery. Why did he not return home? Who removed his clothes, and why? If one of his enemies caught up with him and did away with him, where is his body? If he is still alive, where is he being held, and again why?


I have been unable to sleep pondering these questions. It is now six in the morning of Monday, the tenth of February, and I am about to dress and await the arrival of Holmes’s brother Mycroft, who sent me a message yesterday that he would come by this morning with two Scotland Yard detectives.


I try to be hopeful. I can only hope that time will provide an answer, and I can only pray that the time is brief.




ONE


CALCUTTA
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A thousand tymes have I herd men telle
That ther ys joy in hevene and peyne in helle,
And I acorde wel that it ys so;
But, natheless, yet wot I wel also
That ther nis noon dwellyng in this contree,
That eyther hath in hevene or helle ybe…
GEOFFREY CHAUCER


East is East, strange and mysterious and slow to change, and West is most definitely West, and during the closing years of the nineteenth century there was little chance of their meeting. Bumping shoulders, crossing swords, shouting epithets, ruling and submitting, perhaps, but they made no pretense of understanding each other, and they seldom sat down anywhere as equals. Yet they mixed and mingled in almost unseemly intimacy throughout the vast, febrile reaches of the Indian subcontinent; mainly in the great cities, where the British Raj ruled, administered, taught, and imposed its will on Her Majesty’s teeming multitude of Hindu, Muhammadan, Jainist, Christian, Buddhist, Parsi, Animist, Zoroastrian, and other assorted subjects. And the greatest of these cities was Calcutta. Some visitors found it the richest city they had ever seen, and wrote glowingly of its riches, its magnificence, and its multifarious wonders. Some found it the poorest place on earth, and wrote angrily of overcrowding, poverty, filth, and ignorance.


And both were right.


The capital of British India, and the terminus of the East Indian Railway, Calcutta had been an important outpost of British power since Job Charnock came to the Indian state of Bengal in 1690, and combined the adjoining villages of Sutanuti, Govindapur, and Kilikata to establish a trading post of the British East India Company. Some said that the name of the new city came from Kali, the Hindu goddess of murder and unspeakable crimes. Some, who should know, said that was not true, but they looked away nervously when they said it.


Over the next century Calcutta grew in importance, both as a major port and as a symbol of the East India Company’s dominance. There were a few setbacks along the way: in 1756 the Nawab of Bengal died, and a power struggle arose between his widow, Ghasiti Begum, and his grandson, twenty-seven-year-old Siraj Ud Daulah. The Company sided with the widow, which proved to be a mistake. When Siraj became the new Nawab, his troops took Fort William, the British strongpoint in Calcutta, and occupied the city. They thrust over a hundred British prisoners into a small cell in the fort, and then promptly forgot about them. By the next day, when they remembered, many of the prisoners had died of heatstroke and dehydration—the temperature, even at night, was over a hundred degrees. This became known as the infamous “Black Hole of Calcutta” incident.


In 1757 Robert Clive and his army won the Battle of Plassey, retook the city, and ousted the Nawab. Calcutta was never again to suffer the embarrassment of being out of British hands. A grateful king ennobled Clive, and he became Baron Clive of Plassey. In 1855 political and military power was taken away from the East India Company, which had grown too big for anybody’s britches, and Great Britain became the direct ruler of much of the Indian subcontinent, and the power behind the throne of most of the rest of it. In 1877 Victoria Regina, Queen of the United Kingdom of England, Ireland, Scotland, and Wales, was crowned the Empress of India.


By 1890 Calcutta was thoroughly British, except those parts of it that were thoroughly Indian. A short distance from Fort William, past Eden Gardens, were Government House and the High Court; around the corner was the Imperial Museum and, a block farther, the United Service Club. Under the Gothic clock tower of the red brick Sir Stuart Hogg Market building sat all the shops one could possibly need. The Calcutta Turf Club, more popularly known as the Race Course, was just south of Fort William. The streets had names like The Strand, Grey Street, Wellesley Street, and Cornwallis Street, and broughams and chaises took the English sahibs and memsahibs on their rounds of shopping and visiting.


On the other hand, the Calcutta waterfront was on the Hooghly River, not the Thames. A ten-minute stroll from Government House would find the wanderer in a warren of twisting, narrow dirt lanes, where cows, goats, chickens, beggars, and rats fought off the flies and mosquitoes. If one continued along Lower Chitpur Road, skirting past wagons and carts of all shapes and sizes, drawn by bullocks, donkeys, and unbelievably skinny men clad in dirty white dhotis, dodging the emaciated cows that ambled anywhere they chose, secure in their sacred status from human molestation, one would pass within blocks of the Leper Asylum and Alms House, and the Hindu Female School, before reaching Bagh Bazar Street. Troops of jackals roamed the city in the night, breaking the silence with their barks, coughs, and howls.


The first assaults to the senses of the European visitor to Calcutta were the heat, the glare, and the smell. The sights came shortly after—the palatial structures housing the British colonial administration and the very rich, mostly within sight and easy running distance of Fort William in case the natives should get restless once again; and all around them the narrow streets fronted by ancient brick buildings, and even more ancient stone buildings, squeezed next to wooden buildings of indeterminate age, with narrow alleys leading to other buildings, possibly of wood, and narrow doorways in walled-off areas with buildings constructed of God-knows-what and older than anyone would care to speculate.


And the whole filled with street stalls selling just about anything you might possibly want, along with a variety of things that the visitor couldn’t begin to identify and a few things that he would avert his eyes from. There it was: a chaotic jumble of structures that assaulted the eye, twisting and turning along the constricted, improbable streets and alleys.


That was extraordinary enough; but the odors! Cinnamon and allspice and coriander and turmeric and cow dung and camel dung and oranges and lemons and horse dung and more cow dung and cedarwood and sandalwood and olibanum, which we know better as frankincense, and sweet pastries and human excrement and the olfactory ghosts of curries long gone, and still more cow dung, and a thousand years of this and that and long-forgotten those. The odors assaulted the nose of the visitor, not all at once, but in an ever-changing mosaic of smells that shifted and combined and recombined as the visitor moved about the city.


* * *


Margaret St. Yves, the only daughter of Brigadier General Sir Edward St. Yves, stood in the middle of Agincourt Street holding a large white umbrella over her head, and stared up at the house she’d be living in for the next few months. “I suppose one gets used to it after a while,” she said.


General St. Yves looked over at his daughter from where he was supervising the transfer of trunks, boxes, cases, and other large, bulky items from the army goods wagon into the house. “I’m sure one does, m’dear,” he said. “Get used to what?”


“The odor,” she told him. “The all-enveloping stench of—of—various things, some of them, I believe, unmentionable.”


“Oh,” her father said. “Oh, yes. One does eventually get used to the odor. On occasion, as it changes in intensity and, ah, composition, one is strongly reminded of it. One never grows very fond of it, I’m afraid.”


“One would think the rain would wash the smells away, but instead it seems to intensify them.”


Her father looked up speculatively. “One would not call this a rain,” he said. “More of a heavy mist. When it rains around here, you know it.”


“Well,” Margaret said, “it’s misting all over my bonnet, and I wish it would stop. And it doesn’t seem to have any effect on the heat. When it rains in Britain, the rain cools the air. Here the air heats the water.”


“Yes, m’dear,” her father said. “Why don’t you go inside?”


Margaret stepped sharply forward to allow an oxcart to clatter its way past them. “I prefer standing out here for now,” she told her father.


“Of course, m’dear. Silly of me.”


Brigadier General Sir Edward Basilberg St. Yves, Bart., I.C., D.S.O., was the commanding officer of the Duke of Moncreith’s Own Highland Lancers. The Lancers were not at the moment in the Highlands, but had been stationed for the last four years in India, “upcountry,” as it was called by their English compatriots lucky enough to spend their winters in Calcutta. It got too bally hot in Calcutta during the summer, and the viceroy and all of official Anglo-India retired to the summer capital at Simla, high in the foothills of the Himalayas.


For the last two years Margaret St. Yves had been upcountry with the Lancers. She had elected to join her father in India rather than staying with a pair of maiden aunts in Bournemouth, after her widowed Aunt Louise, who had taken care of her for the past ten years since her mother died, had decided to remarry. Louise was marrying a Livonian prince, and moving with him to his ancestral castle in Kurzeme. Neither the maiden aunts nor the mouth of the River Bourne had held much interest for Margaret, but India was unknown and promised at least mild excitement and a modicum of adventure.


Margaret had arrived in Calcutta in March 1888, stayed for three days, and then been whisked off by her father to the Highland Lancers’ camp in Assam, farther from Calcutta than Bournemouth was from London. General St. Yves had spent the year suppressing what were described in the dispatches as “minor disturbances” in Assam and Bhutan, and an outright rebellion in Oudh, and Margaret, an extremely bright and curious young lady, had used the time to pick up more than a bit of Bengali, a touch of Urdu, and a smattering of the native customs and history.


Now, on February 12, 1890, a steamy, rainy Wednesday, the Duke’s Own had trotted back into Calcutta, and with them came eighteen-year-old Margaret St. Yves. The troops and the junior officers were quartered in Fort William, and the senior officers were finding housing wherever housing could be found. General St. Yves and Margaret were taking over a house that had been loaned to them by an absent civil servant, a public school classmate of St. Yves who was returning to England for a sabbatical.


* * *


Lieutenant Gerald Ffoukes-Just, the young officer whom Margaret was currently allowing to annoy her with his attentions, was overseeing the transfer of the officers’ accoutrements to the officers’ mess. The regimental battle flags had to be hung around the room; the regimental silver plate to be unpacked and polished; the regimental table linen to be ironed and stored; the regimental china to be carefully uncrated and sideboarded; the regimental mascot, a thirty-four-inch-high bronze statuette of a dancing girl acquired during a previous sojourn in India, that they called “the Lady of Lucknow,” to be placed in an appropriate position of honor in the room. Gerald considered the job to be one of trust and responsibility; Margaret thought it was just a ruse of her father’s to keep Gerald occupied and away from her.


“We won’t even bother unpacking most of this stuff,” St. Yves said as the last of the trunks disappeared into the house. “We’ll just be p-packing it up again in a short while.” He gave a few coins to the wagon driver. “Let’s go inside, m’dear,” he said.


Margaret linked arms with her father, and they entered the house. The waiting house servant confiscated Margaret’s umbrella and helped her out of her rain cape almost before she knew it, and then quietly disappeared. “Efficient,” Margaret commented. “Your friend has a good staff.”


“His wife wouldn’t have it any other way,” St. Yves told her. “I don’t know how she’s going to manage back in England, where the servants are only moderately obsequious.”


“I doubt whether they could manage a house quite this large back home,” Margaret commented. She peered into the front parlor. “This must be where they stable the gazelles,” she said.


“Perhaps we could p-pitch a tent in the library,” St. Yves suggested. “We wouldn’t want to get used to all this munificence; after all, I’m only a poor soldier boy.”


Margaret leaned over and gave her father a kiss on the cheek, to which he reacted as one might expect a British father to react: He affected not to notice.


“I’m looking forward to going home,” Margaret said. “I’ve only been here two years, but it’s long enough to realize that, were I to stay here for twenty years, I still wouldn’t truly understand the culture.”


St. Yves nodded agreement. “And if you did start to really understand, then they’d probably move us to another part of the country where they do everything differently, and you’d have to start all over again.”


Margaret smiled. “If I really did start to understand,” she said, “then all the memsahibs would murmur that I’ve gone native, and shun me in the streets.”


“Well, there is that,” St. Yves said.




TWO


HIDE AND GO SEEK
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Look round the habitable world! How few
Know their own good; or knowing it, pursue.
JUVENAL (TRANSLATED BY JOHN DRYDEN)


At six minutes before nine in the morning of Friday, the fourteenth of February 1890, a four-wheeler pulled up in front of the town house at 64 Russell Square and four angry and determined men emerged. They marched as one up the front steps and paused at the door. A hand reached out for the bellpull and then drew back, as a brief but animated discussion began, accompanied by much arm-waving. Then the hand reached out again, and the bell was pulled. Moments later the door was opened. A shoving match began, as they attempted to push their way inside en masse, but they were blocked by each other and by the massive, stolid butler facing them. They remonstrated and there was more arm-waving. Finally the butler allowed them inside and closed the door carefully behind them.


When Mr. Maws felt irate—which was seldom, as by nature he was inclined to be placid—the muscles in his back and shoulders bunched up and his earlobes turned red; a prelude to the sort of fighting fury that had made “Gentleman Jimmy” Maws bare-knuckles heavyweight champion of England for three years running back in the early seventies. For over a decade now, since he had given up the ring to serve as butler and occasional bodyguard for Professor James Moriarty, Ph.D., F.R.A.S., his essentially peaceful nature had hardly ever been tested, but now, as he stood in the doorway of Moriarty’s dressing room, his earlobes were tipped with red.


“There’s four of them downstairs,” Mr. Maws told the professor. “The same ones as has been trying to see you for the past two days, and didn’t want to hear that you was out of town. They would have searched the place had I let them. I do believe they would have torn the place down, had I let them. They are impatient, uncivil, and intemperate of language. They wish to see you now. They said ‘now’ several times, along with other words which I shall not repeat. And they call themselves gentlemen; or at least two of them do. The other two, being Scotland Yard detectives, quite possibly do not. I tried putting them in the drawing room, but they wouldn’t go. They’re waiting in the hall. I think they’re afraid you’ll sneak past them and out the door.”


Moriarty took the pocket watch from his dresser and clicked it open. “A hair’s-breath before nine,” he said. “They’ve shown admirable restraint. Or perhaps they had trouble getting a cab.” He adjusted his cravat, slipped into his gray jacket, and started down the stairs with a measured tread. The knot of angry men awaiting him in the hallway below glared upward with an intensity that would have done him severe damage if the claims of several prominent psychics were true, and mental power alone could have a physical effect. The professor seemed unmoved by the almost palpable anger of those below. He paused on the landing to survey the group. “Inspector Gregson,” he said. “Inspector Lestrade… Dr. Watson… and you must be Sherlock Holmes’s brother Mycroft—the resemblance is quite evident, despite the difference in your, ah, girth,” he said. “You wish to speak to me?”


“Yes, sir, we do!” Mycroft Holmes affirmed, his voice filling the narrow hallway.


“Wish to speak with you?” Dr. Watson screeched, and then fell silent, in the grip of some powerful emotion, unable to continue.


“Very good, then,” Moriarty said, and continued down the staircase.


The men parted grudgingly for him as he reached the ground floor and passed between them. “I believe I know why you’re here, gentlemen,” he told them, opening the door to the left of the stairs. “Please step into my office.”


Dr. Watson was unable to contain his feelings. “Know why we’re here?” he moaned, stalking into the room behind Moriarty. “Damned right you know why we’re here!”


“Quiet, Watson, control yourself,” Mycroft murmured, gliding into the room behind the doctor. The two detectives, bowler hats in hand, tramped into the office after Mycroft and closed the door.


Moriarty rounded his desk and lowered himself into his heavy oak desk chair. “Seat yourselves, gentlemen,” he said. “I think you’ll find that armchair by the window particularly comfortable, Mr. Holmes.” As he spoke, Mr. Maws opened the door and silently entered behind the glowering quartet, taking his place against the wall in case he was needed.


The four men advanced to the front of the desk, rebuffing or possibly merely ignoring Moriarty’s suggestion that they sit down. Watson clamped his walking stick between his left arm and his body. Palms flat down on the well-polished desktop, he thrust himself over the desk, his jaw tight, his face rigid with barely restrained rage. Lestrade stood stiffly to the side of the desk, twisting his hat about in his hand, looking uncomfortable but determined. Gregson pushed himself belligerently forward, holding his reinforced bowler as though it were a billy club and he was restraining himself from using it. Mycroft Holmes kept his imposing bulk slightly back from the desk and glowered down at Moriarty, his chin firmly tucked into the great tartan scarf which wound several times around his neck.


Moriarty leaned back in his chair and surveyed his guests one at a time. Whatever emotion he might be feeling was not evident in his face or posture. With his high, domed forehead over a prominent nose and deep-set eyes that seemed to see more than ordinary mortals are permitted to see, the professor resembled a great bird of prey. Once, in the Museum of Antiquities in Cairo, an Egyptian dragoman leading a small tour group had come upon Moriarty by surprise and, convinced that he was seeing the hawk-faced god Horus incarnate, crossed himself twice, spat three times, and handed an elderly clergyman back the wallet that he had just filched from his jacket pocket.


“All right, Moriarty,” Mycroft Holmes’s booming voice shattered the silence, “where is he?”


A trace of a smile crossed Moriarty’s face. “I said I knew why you’d come,” he told them. “I didn’t say you were right in coming.” He closed his eyes for perhaps twenty seconds and then opened them again. “It was predictable that, given Holmes’s inane insistence that I have been responsible for every major crime committed on these islands since the murder of Thomas à Becket, his friends would hold me responsible for his disappearance. A lie, if repeated often enough, attains the semblance of truth.”


Moriarty took a newspaper clipping from his pocket and put it on his desk facing his guests. “I am just back from my establishment at Crimpton-on-the-Moor,” he told them. “This was in this morning’s Gazette. Is it essentially accurate?”


They leaned forward to read the clipping.


RENO WNED CONSULTING DETECTIVE DIS APPEARS
Sherlock Holmes’s Whereabouts Still Unknown


Foul Play Feared


Mr. Sherlock Holmes, the noted consulting detective of 221B Baker Street, whose exploits over the past decade as a private enquiry agent have been recounted to the British reading public by his friend and companion Dr. John H. Watson, has not been seen since his sudden and unexpected disappearance on Wednesday the 15th of February last. The police have commenced enquiries into his whereabouts.


Clothing identified as that of Mr. Holmes was found in the possession of Bertram Claymer, a currently unemployed horse groomer who lodges in Keat Street, Whitechapel. Claymer stated to the police that he found the apparel on Saturday the 8th in a dustbin in Newgate Street. The area for several blocks around the dustbin was immediately searched by the authorities, and several articles of apparel that might or might not have belonged to Mr. Holmes were found.


Anyone having any information as to the current whereabouts of Mr. Sherlock Holmes is requested to communicate with Scotland Yard.


A summary of Mr. Holmes’s more notable cases will be found on p. 17.


Mycroft was the first to straighten up. “Those are essentially the facts as we know them,” he affirmed.


“And on the basis of that you come storming into my house and accuse me of… Exactly what is it that you are accusing me of doing—spiriting Holmes away, denuding him, and throwing his clothes into a dustbin?”


Watson took two steps backward and dropped into a chair. His gaze rose to look Moriarty searchingly in the face, and then fell. “What was I to think?” he asked. “At first, after the accident, I thought Holmes was dead. But then when they found his clothes…”


“What accident?” Moriarty demanded.


“Before we continue,” Inspector Lestrade interrupted stolidly, “I must ask you formally, Professor James Moriarty, do you have any knowledge of the present whereabouts of Mr. Sherlock Holmes? I warn you that anything you say will be taken down and used in evidence against you.”


Moriarty took his pince-nez glasses from his jacket pocket, polished the lenses carefully with a large piece of flannel from the top drawer of his desk, and then fitted them on the bridge of his nose and turned to his questioner. “I’m ashamed of you, Giles Lestrade,” he said severely, a grammar-school master lecturing an unruly pupil. “After all we’ve been through together, you and I; and, yes, Sherlock Holmes, too. We have averted several major tragedies, with his help, and solved several perplexing crimes. And was I the ‘master criminal’ in those cases? No! Even Sherlock Holmes had to admit that it was so, though the words came grudgingly from his lips. You know that he’s been accusing me of major crimes for most of the past decade. You also know that he has never been able to prove one word of these accusations. Not one word!”


Lestrade twisted his hat between his large hands. “That’s so, Professor,” he acknowledged. “None of Mr. Holmes’s accusations have ever been proven, not so’s you could take them to court. But, between us, it’s always seemed to me that there were a few drops of truth in the mix. Now, I don’t know how many, and I don’t know how much of what Mr. Holmes claimed about you was true, but in some cases it always seemed to me that it was nothing but sheer luck and your own deuced—excuse me, Professor—cleverness that kept you out of the dock.”


Moriarty stood up. Gregson, who was the only one still leaning across the desk, bolted backward as though he were afraid the professor was going to stick a pin in him. “Between us, is it?” Moriarty asked. “All right, then. Just between us, just in the confines of this office, I will admit that the mores, morals, and laws of this time in which we find ourselves living are not ones that I adhere to gladly. I will further admit that I find Sherlock Holmes’s incessant dogging of my footsteps to be a bit… tiring. The man has set watch on this house disguised as an out-of-work navvy; he has followed me about in the guise of an itinerant bookseller or a bargee on holiday or even, once, a professor of philosophy. Indeed, his ability to adopt different disguises at a moment’s notice is quite remarkable.”


“I have not seen Holmes in any of the costumes you mention,” Watson protested.


“He maintains rooms in several locations about the city for the purpose of donning and discarding one or another of these disguises,” Moriarty told him. “I know of two, but there are probably more. He is a thorough and persistent pest.”


“Really!” Watson said.


“But if he has any effect on me or on my plans,” Moriarty continued, “it is only to make me more aware, more careful, more precise. If I can avoid the attentions of a bloodhound like Sherlock Holmes, then I can assuredly avoid the notice of the simpleminded bulldogs—your pardon, Lestrade—of Scotland Yard.”


“What are you saying, Professor?” Mycroft asked.


“I’m saying, Mr. Holmes, that I would find a world without your brother in it to be a most dreary place indeed, and that I would never willingly be a part of any effort to remove him from it.” Moriarty dropped back into his chair.


“So you say,” Watson said, his voice more under control but the strain still showing in the exaggerated pauses between his words, “but he’s gone and you’re here.”


“Yes,” Moriarty agreed. “And I would like to think that, were the situation reversed, I would have a cadre of loyal friends assaulting 221B Baker Street and demanding to know what had become of Professor Moriarty. But he would be forced to answer, as I do, I have no idea. I repeat my question, Dr. Watson: What accident?”


Watson looked over at Mycroft, who shrugged his shoulders perhaps a quarter of an inch.


“Come, come,” Moriarty said. “If I am guilty of what you suspect me of, then surely I must already know. If I am not—perhaps I can be of some assistance.”


Watson considered for a moment and then spoke. “Holmes was down a manhole into the central drains when it happened,” he said. “We spent much of the morning looking for the right manhole, and when he located it, he removed the cover and dropped into the tunnel. I awaited him on the street by the entrance, and he went some distance into the drain. He’d been down, I would judge, some fifteen minutes when a great rush of water flowed through the tunnel. It might have been a release from some reservoir, I don’t know. Holmes whistled for help and that—that was the last I heard from him.”


The silence stretched on for a second, and was interrupted by the office door opening. Mrs. H., Moriarty’s housekeeper, bustled in with a folding table, which she set up in front of the desk. A serving girl came in behind her with a great silver tray of pitchers, cups, saucers, plates, and silverware, and placed it carefully on the table.


“Coffee and tea, gentlemen,” Mrs. H. said. “You may serve yourselves.” Then she sniffed and bustled out of the room, pausing at the door to turn and add, “As though Professor Moriarty would harm one hair of that ungrateful man’s head,” and closed the door with exaggerated gentleness behind her.


The gentlemen did help themselves, except for Gregson, who stared suspiciously at the teapot and then turned away.


“What was Holmes doing down a manhole?” Moriarty asked.


“What’s that?” Watson looked up from pouring cream into his coffee. “Oh. Investigating a possibility.”


“A possibility of what?”


“I don’t know, and I can tell you no more than that. I can’t discuss the case he was working on.”


“Fair enough.” Moriarty paused to consider. “So at first you thought he was washed away?”


“Yes. We found the police whistle he had been carrying set on a shelf, but no other sign of him.”


“Until Mr. Claymer turned up wearing Holmes’s clothing.”


“Yes.”


“Exactly what items of Holmes’s apparel was he wearing?”


“His inverness,” Watson began, “and, ah—”


“Jacket, trousers, waistcoat, inverness, hat, and shoes,” Mycroft said, dropping down into the comfortable chair by the window. “All of which showed the effects of being submerged in water for some time.”


“Fairly complete outfit,” Moriarty commented. “Shirt?”


“No.”


“Anything in the pockets? Any of Holmes’s personal belongings?”


“No.”


“Mr. Claymer might have pawned them or sold them,” Moriarty suggested.


“We questioned him thoroughly on that. He says he didn’t. Offered him five pounds if he could produce any personal items of my brother’s or tell us where they could be found. He was quite sorrowful that he was unable to collect.”


Moriarty went to the window and stared out. “Several things come to mind,” he said.


“I must warn you again,” Inspector Lestrade began, “that anything you say—”


“Oh, be quiet, Lestrade!” Mycroft bellowed. “Let the man talk.”


“Let us create a chain of inductive reasoning,” Moriarty said, “and see where it leads us.”


“Go on,” said Mycroft Holmes.


“Either Holmes intended to disappear or he did not intend to disappear,” Moriarty began. “If he intended to disappear, would he not have left my friend Dr. Watson at home, or at least in a more comfortable place than sitting atop an open manhole? And would he not have said simply, ‘Watson, I plan to be away for a few days’?”


“We figured that out for ourselves, Professor,” Inspector Gregson said, trying not very hard to suppress the sneer in his voice. As far as he was concerned, Moriarty was a crook, and all the fancy houses and cultured accents and strings of letters after his name couldn’t change a thing.


“Ah! Did you?” Moriarty asked mildly. “Then we must proceed with our inferences and see how far they take us. If Holmes did not intend to disappear, then his disappearance was the result of something that happened while he was down in the sewer tunnel. And what we must consider is whether the disappearance was voluntary or involuntary.” He looked politely at Gregson. “As I’m sure you’ll agree, Inspector.”


“Yes,” Gregson said. “Of course.”


“Let us examine the two scenarios separately,” Moriarty said. “If Holmes’s disappearance was voluntary, then after a ‘rush of water’ which may have soaked him, or even carried him away, he recovered, left the sewer at some point other than the one at which he entered it, took his outer clothes off, and vanished. Why did he take his outer clothes off? Well, quite possibly because they were water-soaked. Why, then, did he throw them in the dustbin? Could they not be washed and ironed and returned to serviceability?”


“Perhaps someone else disposed of them,” Inspector Lestrade suggested.


“Again, why?” Moriarty said. “We must close our eyes and imagine possible answers to these questions.”


“I have been doing so,” Mycroft affirmed.


“To what effect?”


“None, yet. The first thought was that the clothes were too soiled to wear, but I examined them and that was not so. If my brother disposed of his clothing himself, the reason eludes me.”


“Then let us look at the other possibility. It could be that Holmes’s vanishing was involuntary; that someone removed him from the sewer tunnel, took his clothes off, and spirited him away.”


“It was that possibility that brought us here this morning,” Mycroft observed wryly.


“Yes,” Moriarty said, “but consider what that implies. First, that someone, some enemy of Holmes’s, knew that he was planning to investigate the sewer system. Second, that this unknown person knew which entrance to the tunnels Holmes would use; a fact that Holmes himself didn’t know, according to the faithful Dr. Watson. Then this person would have to know which way Holmes would turn when he entered the tunnel, and know just where to lie in wait for him.”


“That’s so,” Watson agreed.


Lestrade looked from one to the other of his companions. “But that would be impossible, wouldn’t it?” he asked.


“Not quite,” Mycroft offered. “If he knew what my brother’s object was, that is, what he was investigating, then he might be able to surmise where Sherlock would probably appear.”


“True,” Moriarty said. “Or if he were keeping a watch on the object of Holmes’s interest, Holmes might have stumbled into a situation he couldn’t control.”


“Even so,” Mycroft agreed.


“But then,” Moriarty continued, “the question remains. Why did Holmes’s captors remove his outer clothing? And why did they put it in a dustbin, where it had a good chance of being found? Why not burn it? Why not, for that matter, kill Holmes, if he stood between them and the object of their underground attention? Why bother capturing him at all?”
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