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~ In which Romney is made to feel at home ~





Romney said nothing as Watson flung his jacket over his shoulders, assisting him into the house. Victoria led them inside, her eyes wide and shocked. Holmes’ jaw was set, almost triumphant. Ellis was busy helping Martha fetch towels to dry Romney, who was now seated at the kitchen table, paying little heed to all the fuss around him.

“What happened, Romney?” asked Holmes after they were all settled, and the fire was lit to try to revive him.

“Hush, man.” said Martha, “give the man a chance to catch his breath. He’s been God knows where in the rain.”

“Quite,” said Watson, checking Romney’s pulse in time with his pocket watch. Satisfied, he put it back in his pocket and released Romney’s arm. Romney barely registered Watson at all, sitting staring at the fire, oblivious.

“Are you quite well, Romney?” asked Victoria, crouching beside him to get her attention and failing. The dark-haired man just sat staring into space. Fanelda floated by the fire, watching him with a frown.

“He’s not the same.” she said finally, “something has changed.”

“Changed how?” demanded Holmes, for once not affronted by the curious notion of conversing with a long-dead housemaid.

“I am human.” said Romney, “That’s what has changed.”

“I don’t understand,” said Ellis, sitting as far from the fire as possible. He understood the need to raise Romney’s body temperature, but it was already a warm summer night, and he thought he should remove his jacket very soon. “Why wouldn’t he be human?”

“I was a third circle of hell blood-bound demon,” said Romney. “When I was formed, I was bound to Victoria on behalf of the assassin’s guild.”

“I don’t understand.” Victoria still crouched beside him, “How can that be true?”

“I don’t know,” said Romney.

“I still can’t feel you in my mind,” she said. “It is still empty. Your absence feels smaller, though, somehow.”

“I am corporeal.” said Romney, “human. I cannot access your mind.”

“What happened, Romney?” she said, “why are you human now?”

“I don’t know!” shouted Romney angrily.

Victoria stood and moved to the window, looking into the darkness of the garden and the still pouring rain. There were no further sounds of thunder.

“Viktor has been looking for a way to return you from limbo,” she said quietly. All eyes in the room fell upon her. “It would appear his mission was a success.”

“How would he do that?” asked Ellis.

“He said it was a charm of some sort, held by a senior member that is… like him, shall we say. Other than that, I know no more than you.”

“Well, I’ll be damned.” said Watson, “What a plucky chap!”

“Just so,” said Holmes. So tell me, Romney, what powers are you left with now?”

“None,” whispered Romney, each person in the room straining to hear him.

“But you were always making yourself corporeal,” said Fanelda, standing by the fire. Nobody else seemed to want to be that close to it, and she didn’t feel its warmth. “Sebastian, you used to call yourself. We even went on a day trip. Don’t you remember?”

“I do.” smiled Romney. “I am still the same person, Fanelda. Just not a demon anymore. In some strange way, I have returned from limbo as a human being.”

“With no powers.” sniffed Holmes, Victoria staring at him angrily as she followed Holmes’s train of thought.

“What matters is that you are back. That’s all that matters to me, anyway,” said Victoria. Romney smiled at her.

“When I was corporeal before, Fanelda, “Romney said, addressing the ghost, “that was different. I still had control of my powers - I could use my psychic abilities by jumping back into Victoria’s mind. Likewise, I could become corporeal and appear in human form. It was just a trick.”

“But you could never be in two places at once,” said Victoria, recalling what he had told her previously on the matter, “You were either in my mind, or if you were corporeal, and if you were in human form then you could not share your thoughts with me.”

“That’s right,” said Romney. “It feels very strange.”

“It will no doubt take some getting used to.” said Watson, “but from observation only, you appear to be in rude health. Fit as a fiddle, I would say.”

“Oh, don’t go reminding Sherlock of fiddles,” said Martha under her breath by the sink. Victoria smiled.

“Romney, it matters not a jot to me whether you are a man, a demon, or anything else. All that matters is you are back. You have missed so much, but more than that, I missed you so much that it was almost unbearable.”

“I thought I was banished for eternity.” said Romney with a weak smile, “thankfully, it looks like I was wrong.”

“Thanks to Viktor,” she replied.

Romney smiled. “Yes, he really has pulled it out of the hat this time. Please remind me to shake his hand when I see him. Where precisely is he, anyway?”

“Well, hopefully, on his way home. The person he went to see was quite a distance away, so he may be a few days away yet.” Holmes sat down at the table, watching Romney closely. “Time we shall spend wisely. You have missed so much, Romney. We must educate you about what has happened since you saved Victoria and were despatched to limbo.”

“But not tonight!” tutted Victoria, to Holme’s apparent disappointment. And you or Doctor Watson shall have to return to bunking up in the airship as I now require a bedroom for Romney.”

“Not an issue, dear girl, “said Watson, “not an issue at all.”

“No matter.” sniffed Holmes. Remain here, Watson. I shall sleep on the ship. I need to monitor communications channels anyway. Corrigan is still at large and keen to make his move. I have not forgotten that small matter, even if it is as it appears that you all have.”

“Corrigan?” asked Romney.

“Not tonight!” said Victoria angrily. You need sleep, I imagine, and as much rest as you need until you feel more like yourself again.”

“That’s the problem.” smiled Romney, “I don’t seem to know exactly who “myself” is any more. One thing is for sure, however. I am not a demon now. Just human.”

They sat watching the fire, and Victoria never left Romney’s side. It was as if she thought he might disappear again.

“Enough of me, anyway.” Romney said eventually, “What about you, Victoria? You survived! I did not dare hope - “

“I am fine.” she said, cutting him off, “but I cannot help but feel that it will take us hours and hours to bring you up to date. So much has happened!”

“Tell me what “fine” means.” he said, “I cannot scan you now. You are a complete mystery to me.” He looked around the room at each of them, “As are all of you.”

“I have said already, Romney, I am fine, but if you want more than that, then in brief, Holmes, Watson and Viktor saved me. The doctors - Doctor Ellis, here included, saved me by replacing my augmentations with new ones. It was a very close thing, but thanks to their ministrations, I pulled through. I am still convalescing, but I would say that I am as good as I was before.

“Before Corrigan buried you alive.” spat Romney, “And what of the great Major?”

“In the morning.” said Victoria, “You need to rest, but don’t worry. You are safe here.”

“Very well.” sighed Romney, shivering but deciding that arguing with her would not get him anywhere.

“So, tell us about this limbo place,” said Ellis, “What is it like?”

“Everything was grey.” said Romney, closing his eyes, “The sky, everything. Just endless dunes of grey sand ran as far as you could see, and across it was an endless procession of souls heading for a bright light on the horizon. There was no sound. Nothing at all, and it never changed. It was a terrible place.”

“It’s over now, Romney.” said Victoria, “You are home now. You can forget about it.

“Yes.” he said, “though one man sat and talked to me. It was strange. Every other soul there was shapeless, like the impression of a human being but with no features whatsoever, but he was different.”

“Did he talk to you?” asked Ellis.

“He did, though he spoke in riddles. I could make no sense of what he was saying at all.”

“How odd.” said Watson, “trapped in the spirit world, and all is silent. It sounds quite dreadful.”

“It was.” said Romney, “it certainly was.”

Behind them, Martha continued to bustle about the place, moving plates and cups around.

“Would you like something to eat?” she asked Romney.

“Who are you?” he asked.

“I am Martha, said the grey-haired woman, “Ms Neaves hired me to help out around the house whilst Viktor was away.”

“Where is Viktor again? Where exactly did he go?” asked Romney. Victoria smiled.

“He said he had heard of a charm of some sort that could bring a soul back from limbo, but he had to travel back to Romania to try to find it. I assume he succeeded, but given you have just returned to us, it will still be several days before he illuminates us with what happened.”

“Really?” asked Romney, looking surprised, “he did all that for me?”

“Of course. He is very fond of you, Romney.”

“But all he does is shout at me.” smiled Romney, “I never thought….”

“It’s just his way.” laughed Victoria, “he means nothing by it.”

“Well, I never.” he laughed. “Anyway, Mrs -? Pleased to meet you.” Martha blushed.

“Aw, just call me Martha.” she said, “I’m not one to stand on ceremony.”

“Thank you, Martha.” smiled Romney.

“She does an excellent breakfast.” said Watson, “Stuffed to the gills, I was the last time I ate one.”

“Well, I am sure Mr Primrose, the butcher, is more than glad to make up for the dip in sales he is experiencing by Viktor’s absence. When Martha went to collect a few things, he was very eager to know when he would be returning.”

“Ah, the famous little brown parcels.” smiled Romney, “I am amazed Mr Primrose hasn’t taken off to Romania after him.”

“I suspect my help will no longer be needed after Viktor returns, Ms Neaves,” said Martha, “I fear we would be tripping over each other’s feet.”

“I hadn’t thought about it, Martha.” said Victoria, “though if it is of use to you, I would very much like to retain your services for as long as you are prepared to offer them. I suspect Viktor will need a rest when he returns, and after that, well, I like to see you about the place.”

Romney noticed both Watson and Holmes had suddenly become very quiet. Holmes was suddenly intent on staring at the table, while Watson seemed to have become fascinated with his shoelaces.

“This just won’t do, you know,” said Martha to Holmes, suddenly angry. Everyone looked at them both as Martha stared and then, snorting, turned back to the sink and her non-existent chores.

“Men!” she suddenly snorted, “I really do despair.”

“What is going on?” asked Victoria, completely confused.

“Victoria, “said Holmes, “it is imperative that you understand that both Watson and I were concerned about you. Not only your physical well-being but also your personal safety. What if Corrigan had come here when you were recuperating? This and other thoughts were in our minds when we asked Martha to apply for the position you advertised in the village.”

“You asked Martha to apply for the job?” she said, not understanding what they were trying to tell her.

“Oh, for God’s sake!” said Martha, to everyone’s surprise, throwing the tea towel she held at Holmes, hitting him fair and square in the face. Holmes said nothing as it slid off his face and on to the table.

“Oh, good shot,” said Watson, smiling briefly and suddenly changing to a look of sheer embarrassment. “Sorry,” he mumbled.

“Mr Holmes and Doctor Watson asked me to keep an eye on you.” said Martha, “Which I have done. It’s been a much better place to be than that ramshackle mess of a house that Baker Street is.”

“You were spying on me?” asked Victoria.

“No, lassie. It was just that these two good-for-nothings knew they could trust me. God knows how many times I have saved their behinds from all sorts of danger.” She leaned across the table and snatched the cloth off it, “Not that I ever get a moment’s thanks for it, mind you.”

“Still, you could have said.” said Victoria, “I would have liked to think I would have understood.”

“Not at all.” said Holmes, “Victoria, I have personally seen you when you decide to dig your heels in. I have seen it with my own eyes. Once you draw a line under a thing, you will not be persuaded to act in any way other than what you have decided.”

“That’s true enough,” smirked Romney. Holmes continued.

“Had I told you I was setting a guard upon you, then you would have said no, and nothing could have changed your mind.”

“It was for the best, my dear.” said Watson, “No malice was involved. Martha here did not spy on you as you fear. Her only instruction was to contact us immediately should your health deteriorate, or some menace arrive at your doorstep. That is all it ever was.”

“Well, I suppose, having grown accustomed to your ways, Martha, that although I find the behaviour of these two gentlemen somewhat lacking, I have never had anything but pleasure in your company. If you wish to remain here, that is all well and good with me.”

“That would be most favourable.” said Martha, “These two can fend for themselves. God help them.”

“Oh, I say,” said Watson, already lamenting the impending loss of Martha’s breakfasts.

“Shall we start again?” said Martha, holding her hand out to Victoria. Smiling, they shook hands.

“Pleased to meet you, Martha.” laughed Victoria. Martha began to laugh as well.

“Pleased to meet you too, Mrs Neaves. I am Martha. Martha Hudson, or as these two idiots call me, “Mrs Hudson”. Now, does anyone want a cup of tea?”


      [image: ]The next day passed slowly. Everyone seemed to be trying to avoid getting in each other’s way, but although it was quite a large house, it was hard to do so. Victoria continued to ensure Romney was well looked after, despite claiming he felt fine. She suspected otherwise, but he would not admit to anything other than a slight headache. There was still no word from Viktor.

“He will still be a few days away if he follows the same flight path that he told me about when he went. I hope he is alright.”

“Viktor will be fine.” said Romney, “Of that, you can be sure. Just ensure you stock up on the biscuits; he will return before you know it.”

Holmes and Watson moved about the house as if they were trying their best to shrink into the shadows, only engaging with everyone else at mealtimes.

The morning had commenced with more rain, but towards late afternoon there was a flurry of activity when Mr Rollins entered the house to announce that the new greenhouse had arrived.

“What happened to the old one?” asked Romney.

“Victoria threw me through it.” laughed Ellis.

“It was an accident.” she explained, “well, mostly an accident. It was when I was training. Doctor Ellis was not harmed.”

“I expect Mr Rollins was not best pleased about that.” laughed Romney.

“He attacked me with his rake.” said Ellis, “though we made our peace over a cup of tea later.”

Early that morning, Victoria sat Romney down to enlighten him about everything he had missed since being banished to limbo. He scowled at the mention of Corrigan, was astounded at the Martian invasion and sat quietly when she explained about the Queen.

“It all makes sense now, doesn’t it?” he said after she had finished.

“What does?”

“We were innocent bystanders at the events leading up to the Martian invasion. Remember? Toppings Factory and the case of the Clockwork Thief all lead up to our confrontation with Corrigan. If only we had known what we were letting ourselves in for.”

“Very true,” said Victoria, “but it would not have helped. The invasion would have taken place anyway.”

“Well, yes. There is no sense in looking back and wishing for a different outcome. It isn’t that simple, is it?”

“I keep having dreams about the little boy who visited me when I was entombed,” she said suddenly. “He had such handsome eyes.”

“Rory.” said Romney, “Rory Patterson. Holmes told me about him. He seemed quite impressed with him. “A bright young lad”, he called him.”

“Goodness!” laughed Victoria, “Holmes giving compliments. Whatever next?”

“I know!” laughed Romney. I have hardly spoken to Holmes, but he seems glum most of the time.”

“Quite. I used to look forward to seeing him there, though. Rory, that is, not Sherlock. I think he used to listen to me singing.” she sat quietly for a while. “Rory Patterson,” she said finally as if trying the name on for size. “It is a good name.”

“Yes. He told Holmes his father was also fighting in the war.”

“It touches us all, I imagine,” she said sadly, “young or old.”

From the next room, they heard Ellis and Holmes in conversation, and their voices carried through the house. Upstairs, Watson could be heard moving about in his room.

Victoria listened to the sound of everyone in the house for a little while, her face showing faint traces of irritation. “Strangely, they are saying that Edward’s Coronation has been cancelled and haven’t given a reason.”

“They?” asked Romney.

“The government. It is a most curious thing. Holmes said he would try to get to the bottom of it, but nothing has been forthcoming. Or at least if there has been, he is keeping it to himself.”

“Like Mrs Hudson?”

“Just like Mrs Hudson,” said Victoria.

When the new greenhouse arrived, they gathered to watch the workers unload it and then assemble it on the site of the ruined one, closely watched by Mr Rollins, who stood, arms crossed, watching their every move. Once it was done, they returned to the house, each of them returning to trying to do their best to keep themselves out of the way of the others.

Then, it was time for dinner, and Victoria decided to make herself busy assisting Mrs Hudson and Fanelda in preparing the meal. The revelation that Martha was not quite who she said she was had not diminished Victoria’s liking for her. If anything, it had made her admire her more.

Once the meal was finished, they returned to their wanderings around the house. Holmes ventured outside and up to his airship to check on his communications with the outside world while Ellis and Watson reconvened their card game in the scullery.

Victoria and Romney had wandered out to the garden now that the rain had stopped, drinking in the petrichor of the sodden earth as they wandered along the front of the house.

“I am getting rather weary of everyone drifting throughout the house as if they have nothing else to do. Surely Holmes has more to do than wander my halls, scowling to himself.” Romney laughed.

“They do seem a little down in the mouth, don’t they?” he smiled.

“I just wonder what on Earth they are waiting for.” They came to a stop at the edge of the path.

“They are waiting for you,” Romney said, a broad grin splitting his face. I thought you would have known that.”

“Waiting for me?” asked Victoria, “waiting for me why?”

“They are waiting for you to decide about Corrigan, Victoria,” he said.

“Well, they are waiting in vain, “she replied. I have already given them my decision. I don’t know why they would think I would change my mind.”

“They want you to change your mind because I am back. You told them your reason for not going after Corrigan already, but that reason has now vanished. I have returned.”

“You sound as if you want me to go after him,” she said accusingly.

“I don’t have a say in the matter.” He said, “I may be back, but I am changed. Should you decide to go after Corrigan, then I cannot help you. I have no powers or abilities at all that could assist you. I would more likely be a hindrance, getting in the way, and what have you. Being human does have its very distinct disadvantages.”

“Well, it hardly matters.” she said, “I have told them my opinion, and if they don’t like it, then they shall just have to get used to it.”

“Why are you so opposed to it?” he asked as they turned and began their way back along the path.

“Because I have to draw a line somewhere.” said Victoria, “Every time I help them, they take another piece of me. Soon, there will be nothing left of me at all.”

“Yet you still live,” said Romney, a twinkle in his eye.

“If you call this living, “she said sullenly, “it’s a House full of strangers trying their best not to make eye contact with me.”

“Walk this way,” said Romney, stepping out onto the lawn and heading for the treeline at the end of the cinder path that was the house’s drive. They walked through a small clearing as the shadows of approaching dusk grew around them until they reached a small clearing right at the end of the cinder path, in the middle of which sat a small gravestone, upon which was written “Albert” in simple letters.

“Ah, I wonder what Albert would make of all of this?” asked Romney, “Martians and assassinations and all of that. I wonder what he would say.”

Victoria and Romney had come across Albert on one of their journeys. He had been living in squalor and intimidated almost to death by one of the local landowners. His only mission in life had been to look after the cinder path on the man’s estate. The local gentry had continually tormented him, damaging the path to make work for him, setting the dogs on him, all in the name of sport. Victoria and Romney had rescued him, brought him to tend the path in Victoria’s house, and let him live there, revelling in the lap of luxury for a short time.

One morning, when Victoria went to rouse him, she found he had died in his sleep, so she arranged to have him buried in this quiet clearing at the head of the path which, even though for a short time, he had tended so well.

“He was a simple man.” said Victoria, “I doubt he would have taken it all in. All he was interested in was tending the path.”

“A simple life.” said Romney, “but hopefully with a happy end. I know he was content here. He had never had the choice before, had he? He could conceive no other life where he lived before - where they tormented him daily. Tend the path. Take the punishment. They were his only thoughts. He had no choices at all.”

“Indeed.” she said, “though much put upon, we gave him a happy ending. We gave him a choice.”

“We did.” smiled Romney, “and sometimes that is the most important thing of all. The choice.”

Looking about the trees as if trying to track the source of birdcall that had increased in volume amongst the trees, he left the clearing, heading back to the house.

Victoria followed him.
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