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Mistress of the Night
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"She is the mistress of the night.

The guardian of our souls,

Who steals so softly past our sight

To make what is right and whole.

For not a child, nor woman or man

Shall ignore the passing of this sprite.

Who wields a sword that leavens all

With but one blow and strike." 

—-Doctor Watson

​​Chapter One

A gunshot shattered the scream of Mrs. Hudson and the descent of Heinrich's knife towards her heart, deflecting his aim so that he struck only her right arm, tearing it horribly on the muscles above the wrist.

Mrs. Hudson fainted from the pain and dropped to the floor as Heinrich spun around to face James.

"Why?"

Heinrich's eyes, which had been wide with glee at the pending death of Mrs. Hudson, narrowed into the scowl of a viscous viper. His tongue flicked across his lower lip, wetting it before he spoke. "You missed."

"I did not."  James announced.

Heinrich looked down and saw a rose blossom of blood spreading upon his white dinner shirt from the center of his chest.

"I never miss." James said with finality.

"Ah, but my dear James." Heinrich said, grimacing from the pain, blood spewing now from between his lips. "You have."

Heinrich's eyes rolled up in his chest and he tumbled against the dining table, clutched at the cloth, pulled it away, causing all the condiments and liquids laid out there to spill helter skelter on the floor.

A horrible crashing sound came from the front of the Chalet and Watson darted in, his pistol out and ready to fire. He froze at the sight before him.

James turned and lowered his weapon.

"You must attend to Mrs. Hudson immediately, I'm afraid there's been some loss of blood."

Watson threw his pistol to a chair and dropped beside her, cradling her head in his lap. "Mary. Mary." He pleaded.

Her eyes fluttered in her head, then opened.

"I surely must have died, for I was at the end of a tunnel of white light and this angel appeared to call my name. It was you."

"I am here, Mary." Watson cried out, burying his head against her shoulder.

She patted his shoulder gently, then sighed. "Then shouldn't you be doing your doctor thing. I am a bit..." Groans once. "...in pain."

Her head flops to the right.

Watson leaped up, looked at James, who nodded, then fled the room. The pounding of his feet on the staircase preceded the dashing into the room of Challenger and Conan, who see at once what has happened.

"Oh, dear God!"  Challenger cried out. "Both are dead."

James shakes his head. "Only the Ripper."

"Doctor!" Cries out Conan, heading for the stairs.

"Coming." Shouts Watson from above, pounding down the stairs and rushing to Mrs. Hudson's side. He drops beside her and immediately starts tending to her wound, which turned out to be quite substantial. And like the good doctor he was and the loving man, he very carefully tended to the wound, moving as carefully as he could for, she was in danger of losing the use of her hand otherwise. 

Everyone stood about watching as the tense minutes turned into an hour, then two hours, and yet he kept working in minute steps, his needle and surgical thread being precise and exact in every way.

Finally, he dropped back, put a hand to his sweating forehead and looked to the others. "I think I could use a glass of water now." He said with a weak smile that belied the tidal wave of emotion that had been sweeping through his body.
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Watson looked back into Mrs. Hudson's room once more, then satisfied she was sleeping peacefully by the smile on her face, he gently closed the door. He turned around and James was standing there, a look of concern on his face.

"Perhaps you should return to London with Mrs. Hudson."

"I will not leave you."

James frowned a moment, then smiled, causing his apple shaped face to round even more as his smile blossomed. "You are a stern man, Doctor Watson." He scalded him, then rubbed at the scars upon his face etched there from when he had taken the great fall.

"And you are a stern employer."

"I am not...your employer."

"And I...am not your doctor."

"Touché."

"Now that that's settled." Doctor Watson said agreeably. "Shall we attend to matters at hand?"

"Indeed, we shall."

They descended into the living room where Challenger was stoking a large fire so that it raged brightly and warmed the chill air of the chateau spaces. Outside, a strong wind was blowing. They could see the trees bending from the force of it.

"The ionization is quite strong tonight, I fear."

A strong knocking came at the door. Houdini rose from his easy chair by the windows and went to the front door. He opened it to look out. Two very spirited looking women stood there, with a trail of baggage laid out behind them and a Tesla cab winding its way back down the path from the chalet, stirring the freshly falling snow in swirls as it passed through it.

The first lady smiled generously at Houdini and offered a hand. "I am Lady Bates, and this is my best friend, Charlotte. You might know her as the daughter of Langston."

"Ah." Houdini responded in recognition. "The Invisible Man."

"He indeed." Charlotte responded with a flush of pink in her cheeks as she reached her hand out as well.

Lady Bates was an older woman with once dark raven hair now streaked with silver on the sides which gave her a nobler look, as well as accented her exotic beauty. She was of India origin and had married into the Bates family after her husband had spent some time in Agapur on business. Her fingers were long and delicate, but Harry could see some scars on them and light cuts which were recent. The fact that she chose not to wear gloves to hide these markings indicated her strength of character.

Lady Charlotte was much younger and exotic, but in a more natural way. Her hair was a ravishing blonde with tints of green and gold in it, no doubt helped by generous sprinklings of the new dust that women used these days to make their hair standout.

Her gown was of a pure silk and flowed softly against her body and was a bit out of place in such weather, which meant either she had hurried to get there, or else was immune to the cold. Her eyes were a deep amber with flecks of gold that danced within them, indicating a generous nature and one with great humor, which he was not surprised to soon find out.

Houdini smiled and went to their bags. "Please go into the living room and announce yourselves while I fetch your baggage for you."

"You're so kind." Charlotte said as she passed Houdini, her right hand lightly brushing his shoulder as she did so.

Houdini straightened at once and turned. She looked back and gave him a flirtatious, but modest smile, which he couldn't ignore had he tried. Suddenly, the freezing temperature outside rose by a good thirty degrees as he turned to begin hauling the luggage inside.

Who was this woman and why had he never met her before. Where had the Professor been hiding her all this time?

Challenger laid the last log into the fireplace, replaced the screen in front, then turned around, wiping his hands on a handy towel on a stand near the fireplace, just as Lady Bates and Lady Langston entered. He smiled in recognition and rushed over to take their hands and kiss them.

"Lady Bates."

"Charlotte."

They both gave him warm smiles.

"It's good to see you again Professor, though I would have hoped it might be under far better circumstances." Lady Bates remarked.

"Such is life these days."

"Yes." She replied.

"And you, Charlotte." Challenger asked. "How goes your research?"

"Alas. My father remains the Invisible Man, but he is strong. 'One day it won't matter anymore anyway.' He tells me when I feel discouraged and futile."

"Knowing your stamina, I doubt that is a common experience."

Charlotte broke into a warm laughter and tapped him lightly on the arm, which Harry didn't miss as he came in with the luggage.

"You are always too kind to me, Professor."

"A man is not a true man who is immobile to the frustrations of others." He responds sincerely.

Lady Bates eyes him a moment. "And you are certainly a true man, are you not?"

He is not lost on the obvious compliment bordering on flirtation she has just delivered. His face reddens slightly.

"I am so honored that you could make it on such short notice." He said with great warmth, happy to turn the topic to the business at hand once more.

"But I am surprised you would leave a thriving practice just to visit some grumpy old men."

"Speak for yourself." Harry remarked as he carried the luggage up the stairs to their living quarters.

Challenger scowled after him, then looked back to find Lady Bates smiling.

"What?"

She doesn't answer. She turns to Charlotte. "See, I told you he wouldn't be upset if we followed James's instructions."

Challenger's eyebrows stuck together a moment in perplexity. "But how could he have done that? There are no wires here. I thought you came for other reasons."

Houdini came into the room, brushing snow from his shoulders, then sat in his chair once more with a sigh. "I sent for them."

"You?" Lady Bates asked in surprise. "But how so? The man who came to us said the message was from James, not you!"

Then her face brightened. "I see. One of your..."

"Tricks?" Harry finished. He gave her a coy smile, then a warmer one to Charlotte and looked away.

Charlotte gave Houdini a questioning look, which he ignored.

"Please, let us not keep our weary travelers on their feet at a time when joviality and friendship, as well as courtesy are demanded."  James declared, showing the two women to chairs near the fire.

Watson came up to them with a silver tray and two cups of tea with scones on napkins, along with silver ware.

"I see Mrs. Hudson has trained you well, Doctor." Lady Bates tells him, taking a cup.

Watson's face colors briefly, but he doesn't reply.

Challenger sits down and takes a cup. "Oh, he's quite the good student, let me assure you."

Watson again bites the bullet and remains silent, even though James is smiling broadly now, waiting for him to take the bait.

Watson looks over and gives him a look saying he won't respond to something as low as that. 

James looks away.

Watson went back to the table, which was once more laid out with fare. He chose a cup for himself but poured coffee into it. He looked to James, who shook his head, then turned his attention to Lady Bates, who was drinking her tea, but also looking at him for an explanation.

"What?"

"I'm still waiting for an explanation about how the message was produced." She told him expectantly.

"Surely, Lady Bates, you remember Harry's proclivity for the occult?"

Charlotte jumped in. "I was at his first public demonstration of telepathy. It was mesmerizing."

"That was not me. That was Svengali." Harry said lightly, a grin on his lips.

Lady Charlotte blushed slightly but giggled. "Sorry."

Harry nodded. "For a beautiful woman a man has no end of forgiveness."

"Or bullshit." Challenger added smugly.

Watson broke into laughter.

Lady Bates, sensing the growing tension between Watson and Challenger jumped in.

"Regardless, what does that have to do with...." Lady Bates stopped, suddenly getting it. She gave Harry a new look of respect. "Remarkable."

"Nothing any sane man couldn't do with a bit of training and faith." He suggested.

Lady Bates nodded her head, but not entirely believing him, which both Watson and James caught, as they exchanged quick glances.

"And so, do the reasons for our appearance here remain?" She inquired.

"Exactly as before." James agreed. "Once you have had time to eat and refresh yourselves, we will attend to the problem."

They spent the better part of the next two hours regaling each other on what each had been doing over the past few months, their adventures, exploits and hopes, then the two ladies retired to refresh themselves.
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Lady Bates and Doctor Watson stood over the body that had been brought down from the mountain at great cost of effort, their eyes straining to discover all clues as to the manner of death.

James and Challenger stood to their right, while Charlotte and Harry stood to the left, somewhat closer than the men thought they should have been, lacking the familiarity of companionship of the others. Both also understood the attraction going on and neither warranted a comment worthy of them when both man and woman appeared to enjoy their proximity to each other.

Lady Bates finished examining the beak shaped nose of the dead man, then lifted his eyelids to examine his glazed gray eyes a moment. "I'd say this man died of a slow acting toxin of some kind. Notice the dilated pupils."

"Yes." Watson agreed. "Also, note the fingernails."

He held up a long, slender hand with perfectly manicured nails on all fingers but one, which had been used to scrape the stone with the message left for them. That finger was torn horribly at its tip. The fingernails were black.

"Note the color." He pointed out. "Generally, certain toxins will collect in the tips of the fingers or nails when it is excessive or fatal."

"See there."

James and Lady Bates leaned in closer to look. 

"Ah." James exclaimed. "Electrical marks."

"He has been tortured." Watson exclaimed, horrified.

"Was." James corrected him, striving to bring the Doctor back into the moment.

Watson nodded, his good medical sense returning once more, even as the haunting vision of his long-gone companion surfaced once more to plague his feelings.

Challenger almost screamed. "What! Torture! That's inhuman!"

James looked over at his friend in commiseration. "Your father's plight still stings to this day."

"One day I shall bring to justice the criminal who tortured him to death by electricity." Challenger exclaimed.

James put a hand on his shoulder. "And God willing, I shall be there with you to witness the execution of this with you."

"And I." Watson joined in.

"Then we are agreed?" Watson asked.

Lady Bates nodded. She turned around, turning out her elastic gloves from her delicate fingers and depositing them into a tray which Charlotte held out for her. Watson did the same.

"It appears that Mister Holmes here suffered a complete paralysis of his nervous system."

"His breathing became more and more difficult."

"His ability to move more and more rigid."

"His very thoughts freezing in his brain and on the tip of his tongue, which would've been frozen in his mouth." Watson finished. "Which we have noted."

"In essence..." Lady Bates finished. "He died of extreme paralysis and utter and complete breakdown of his nervous system."

"Causing massive heart failure, strangulation and massive brain failure."

Harry and Challenger both paled, if such were possible, while Conan pondered the complexity of the pronouncement with deep thoughts about similar cases, he had examined himself.

"What incredible stamina and willpower this man must have 

had." Harry pointed out, shaking his head sadly. "But in the end, all it got him was death."

"No." Watson denied. "It saved the life of dear Mrs. Hudson, whose lose would have weighed heavily on the souls of all of us."

Everyone stood still a moment, weighing that in their hearts and feeling the depth of emotion Watson must be feeling. The relief that he still had his loved one to be there. Not gone like. Like this man now was.

"This has all the earmarks of a man we are all familiar with." Conan announced finally, waiting for James to chime in.

"No." James denied. "I think this goes beyond anyone we now know nor have ever known."

"Whatever in the world are you talking about?" Conan demanded. "You know these are all the trademarks of that rogue monster you went over Reichenbach Falls with. Sherlock Holmes!"

Charlotte looked at the man before them. "But why would he commit suicide?"

Harry touched her arm lightly. "He doesn't mean this man, he means one like him, but unlike him."

"But if this is not our Sherlock Holmes, your nemesis?" Charlotte asked. "Then where did he come from? And why?"

"There is more." James declared, swiping the cover off the second body of the room, which all had ignored to this point in time.

The women gasped as they saw who lay there. Lady Bates paled, her skin becoming almost translucent.

"This is hideous! Who was the dastardly murderer?"

"I." Said James in a simple tone.

She whirled on him; her eyes dark with anger. "He was my father's best friend."

"And also, a descendant of the Ripper."

"Could he have been the Ripper himself?" Watson demanded. "It 

does have his trademark of death."

"True enough." James admitted. "Except for one thing."

"Which is?" Challenger asked, perplexed by James' answer.

"How did he escape?"

They all looked at each other.

Harry snorted. "Isn't it obvious?"

Everyone turned to look at him.

James smiled. "And what would that be, Harry?"

"He's one of the many."

Lady Bates gave Harry a puzzled look. He turned to her. "I know this is very unsettling to you. You have never been included in this information I am about to instruct you in, but I fear you must be for your own safety."

He looked to James and Watson, who both nodded.

He looked back at Lady Bates.

"You are aware that James is not the original Moriarity? Are you not?"

"Actually." She admitted slowly. "I was not. I never knew the original Moriarity. I just thought the Queen had pardoned him."

Harry sighed, gave Charlotte a look begging for understanding, then faced Lady Bates again.

"James is from another world parallel to ours."

"Oh, dear God!" Lady Bates blurted out, her face paling.

"And so, we must assume there is a new Ripper as well."

Lady Bates paled even more, and her complexion turned to death warmed over. "He tortured my mother before she died and ate her heart! I thought that foul monster had been constrained to the depths of hell!"

James took one of her hands to soothe her. "He was. But this...is not that one. It is yet another, even as I am... another."

"I...I..." Lady Bates tried to speak.

This time Lady Bates had received too much information. She faltered slightly, almost losing her balance. Conan stepped in to fortify her with his own strength. She gratefully accepted a moment, leaning into him, before she took a deep breath and with a smile, broke free and turned to the body.
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