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			As with most of my Holmes pastiches, a particular literary work has again served as my inspiration and as the linchpin for the story. This time around, it was Rider Haggard’s 1887 novel She: A History of Adventure, generally referred to simply as She. The classical-music DJ and wit Jim Svejda once wrote of Carl Orf’s orgiastic piece Carmina Burana “that this is music that a gland would write, if only it could.” One might say the same thing about She. An immediate phenomenal success, the book teems with sexual energy and raw churning id. This is somewhat surprising, given that Haggard was a rather straight-laced, conventional sort of Victorian gentleman, and an Anglican Christian. Still, unlike Edgar Rice Burroughs, Haggard had actually spent considerable time in Africa and had seen firsthand the witchcraft and superstition of the native tribes. 


			While dated and burdened by overly flowery dialogue, She is still a fun read, especially once you get past the slow opening and arrive in Africa at the hidden land of Kor. The caves hollowed out in a mountain and filled with perfectly preserved corpses are still spooky and convey an atmosphere of melancholy and dread. Ayesha herself---”She-who-must-be-obeyed”—is certainly a memorable character, if flawed and not always convincing. She has long fascinated feminists, fiction writers, literary critics and psychologists, especially Jungian ones. Unfortunately, for those of us who have watched Leo McKern as Rumpole the barrister, it is difficult to take seriously the moniker “She-who-must-be-obeyed.” 


			The novel has been filmed multiple times, a silent version first appearing as early as 1899. The 1965 Hammer version with Ursula Andress and Peter Cushing is another guilty pleasure akin to the novel itself.


			The nineteenth-century mania for ancient Egypt was another influence in my novel. The general public followed the discoveries and excavations with great interest, and museums in France, England, Italy and Germany were filled with spoils looted from Egyptian tombs and temples. Doubtlessly, the Victorians felt the same sort of morbid curiosity about long-dead mummies and antique splendor, as we do today. However, at least we no longer hold dinner parties which culminate with the ghoulish unwrapping of mummies! Ancient Egypt also influenced late Victorian magical and hermetic societies, the most well-known of which was the Golden Dawn. Yeats was its most famous member, Aleister Crowley its most infamous.


			All these ingredients come together in this, my latest concoction of Victorian stew, the tenth novel in my Holmes series, which I hope the readers will savor.
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			When I entered Holmes’s sitting room at 221B Baker Street on a Wednesday morning in September, he glanced up at me from his desk and smiled. Before him, between two piles of papers sat his revolver of gleaming blue-black metal along with a cloth and an oil can. He stood up. “Ah, Henry, how good to see you!” His enthusiasm rather surprised me. He was mostly dressed, but still wore his familiar, worn purple dressing gown, and a strand of black hair, uncharacteristically, fell across his broad sloping forehead.


			I stared warily at the desk. “Why is your revolver there?”


			“Oh, I was just cleaning it. I had nothing better to do. Although . . .” He shrugged slightly, his lips forming a grim smile. “For me at least, it makes me consider my mortality. With a loaded revolver at hand, one is always only an instant away from departing this world either for a new one or for the great darkness.”


			I shook my head. “Do put it away.”


			“As you wish, although I assure you, it is not loaded. It has been nicely cleaned.” He opened a drawer, put the revolver in, and shoved it closed. He ran his long thin fingers along his forehead, pushing the black strand out of the way. “Don’t worry, Henry. I assure you I am not suicidal, although I am frightfully bored. My old nemesis ennui is once more at the gates. Do sit down.”


			He went to his favorite chair near the bay window, and I took my usual place at the end of the worn leather sofa. He gestured toward the newspaper on a small table. “The Times was certainly of little use this morning: it reinforced the notion that there is nothing new under the sun. This great metropolis is beset by the same never-ending banal happenings, the usual petty crimes and accidents, the litany of stupidities from those in authority.” 


			He was staring at the newspaper, then his forehead creased, even as his lips formed a characteristic brief sardonic smile. “Ah, but I stand corrected! Have you read the morning paper?”


			“Yes. Briefly.”


			“And did you read about the stolen mummy?”


			“The what?”


			“A mummy. Taken from the British Museum.”


			“Heavens! No, I did not see that. One of the exhibits was taken?”


			“Not yet an exhibit—a recent arrival destined for display. She was taken from the docks.”


			“She?”


			“Yes, indeed. The mummy was that of a woman, no doubt some queen or perhaps a priestess.”


			“Why would someone steal a mummy?”


			Again that brief smile. “Let us hope it is not for medicinal purposes.”


			“Medicinal?”


			He gave a brief laugh. The pallor of his face departed as some color appeared in his cheeks. “And you call yourself a doctor! Powdered mummy was for many centuries a critical ingredient in many pharmaceutical concoctions.”


			“Ah yes, I had forgotten that.” I was smiling even as I shook my head. “How many poor mummies must have been ground up to powder!”


			Holmes exhaled slowly. “Their fate is rather sobering. They thought they were being preserved for another life which awaited them, and instead, to be pulverized! Still others ended up on display in various museums, or worse yet, were unwrapped after dinner parties. They should not have been disturbed. It does seem blasphemous.” He shrugged. “Who knows? Were they not meant to be left intact so that when the final trumpets sound, they too could rise from their tombs along with the rest of the dead?”


			“I agree with you, but these are morbid reflections—which is generally the case, whenever I ponder ancient Egypt. It seems so profoundly ironic and even tragic that so many died with the certitude of a splendid afterlife, only to have their tombs and their remains desecrated. But come now, it is too nice a day for such thoughts. The sun is out, the weather is fine, and we are still above ground. Why don’t we take a long stroll in Regent’s Park?”


			He gave an enthusiastic nod. “An excellent idea, Henry.” He took off his purple dressing gown and tossed it over a nearby chair. “My recent cerebral pursuits have gone nowhere, and I have not had even a hint of an interesting case. I have turned down several. Finding lost dogs or obtaining proof of adultery is not my business! I should have a statement, to that effect, printed and pinned to my door.” 


			He strode into his bedroom and came out almost immediately, even as he slipped an arm into the sleeve of a black frock coat. He paused before a mirror on the wall, seized a hand brush, and took two quick swipes at his black hair, setting the errant strand back in place.


			“Perhaps I should offer my services to the museum. I have nothing better to do. Anything to keep ennui at bay. I am too restless to finally set pen to paper and start my monograph on the human ear and its use in identification. Yes, a walk is the very thing.”


			A gentle knock sounded at the door. Holmes turned. “That is Mrs. Hudson. Open!” he cried.


			The door swung inward, and the familiar small plump white-haired woman in her black dress came in. “Mr. Holmes, there is a gentleman to see you. He says it is most urgent.” A robust-looking young man with red-brown hair and a full bushy beard hovered nearby in the doorway.


			“Tell me it is not about a dog!” Holmes exclaimed, still in a somewhat maniacal mood.


			The man frowned in consternation. “What?”


			“I must be certain you do not want me to find a lost dog.”


			“I assure you, sir, I do not.”


			“Very well, in that case, you may enter.” Holmes turned to me. “Our walk is only postponed. Do come in, sir. And thank you, Mrs. Hudson.”


			The young man gave his hat and gloves to Mrs. Hudson, then stepped onto the worn carpet, looking somewhat dazed. He was not tall, but had long sturdy arms, almost ape-like, with very large hands, reddish-brown hair and freckles showing below the knuckles. His suit was somewhat ill-fitting, but the heavy gray-herringbone tweed appeared of good quality, and a gold watch chain curved between the pockets of his waistcoat.


			Holmes raised one hand in a cautionary manner. “Ah, one other thing—I must be certain you do not wish me to prove that your wife has been unfaithful.”


			His eyes widened, white showing around the blue irises. “What? I assure you, I am not married. And not likely to be.” Something seemed to catch in his throat. “That is . . .” His eyes suddenly gleamed as they teared up.


			His obvious distress caused Holmes’s antic mood to dissipate. Concerned, he gestured again at the sofa. “Do sit down, sir.”


			The young man sat, and his big fingers made a quick furtive swipe at his right eye.


			“Let us begin at the beginning. What is your name?”


			“Forgive me—I should have introduced myself. I am Herbert Porter.”


			“Very well, Mr. Porter. As you have no doubt discerned, I am Sherlock Holmes.” He parted his frock coat, sweeping back the tails, even as he sat again in his favorite chair, then gestured toward me. “And this is my cousin and good friend Henry Vernier.”


			The young man gave me a curious look, even as he nodded. I had sat on the other end of the sofa from him. “A pleasure, sir,” he said. “Although I had hoped Dr. Watson might be here.”


			Holmes briefly rolled his eyes. “I assure you, Mr. Porter, that Henry is quite the equal to Watson.”


			Porter gave his head a shake even as he raised both hands. “Oh, I meant no disrespect to Mr. Vernier. It is only that . . . the perspective of a medical man might be useful.”


			Holmes raised both hands with a flourish. “You shall not be disappointed!”


			“I am also an M.D., Mr. Porter.”


			Porter gave a shaky sigh. “I am glad to hear it.”


			“Why have you come to see me, sir?”


			Porter still had a rather dazed expression. “I don’t know quite how to begin. And it is . . . it is, well . . . somewhat embarrassing.”


			Holmes gave a sympathetic nod. “It is a trifle early, true, but would you care for a brandy?”


			Porter drew in his breath resolutely. “Yes.”


			Holmes went to the sideboard, poured a glass of brandy from a decanter and took it to Porter. “Here you are.”


			“Thank you.” 


			He took a quick sip. He had fought back the tears, but he still had a desolate, a lost expression. His red-brown hair was cut rather short, and his hairline had already receded slightly at the temples. He could not be called handsome—his jaw under the beard was massive, giving the bottom of his face more weight than the top, but he had a certain gentle air about him. You could tell there was nothing of the bully or the braggart in him. He took another swallow to steady himself.


			“It’s about . . .” Some thought made him almost wince. “It’s about Jane. I was going to say . . . my fiancée. But that is no longer true.”


			“Ah.” Holmes glanced at me, then nodded. “That has only recently changed—yesterday, I suspect.” 


			“How did you know that?”


			“Because the wound is still obviously raw.”


			Porter’s smile was brief and without humor. “You have that right.”


			Holmes shook his head sadly. “I do sympathize, sir, but I hope you are not wanting me to hunt down a rival or persuade her to . . .”


			Porter shook his head. “No, no—it’s not . . . It’s not so simple. You may not believe me, but jealousy does not bring me here, I assure you. Although we were engaged for almost a year, somehow I never believed it could be real. I never quite understood how so extraordinary a woman could possibly wish to marry a man like me.”


			Holmes stared at him. “Come now, sir!—have you some foul hidden vices, some tragic flaws, which would make you unfit for marriage?”


			Porter stared at him, his pain still obvious, then shook his head.


			“And are you gainfully employed?”


			“Yes. I work for my father. He is a builder.”


			“Ah, then you are an eligible bachelor indeed.”


			“The attraction between the sexes is always a mystery,” I said. “Do not undervalue yourself.”


			“Henry is right, but tell me about this Jane.”


			His eyes gazed off into the distance. “Miss Jane Brooke. She is both extraordinarily beautiful and extraordinarily intelligent. You no doubt have heard the term ‘renaissance man.’ Well, she is a renaissance woman. She is a true artist and when it comes to science, history, literature—a sage.”


			“Indeed.” A faint smile hovered about Holmes’s lips.


			“You think I am exaggerating, that love is blind, but I swear to God it’s true—especially the part about her beauty. It is staggering—it takes a man’s breath away. If you want proof . . . You need only walk through the park behind her. Every man will turn his eyes to catch a better glimpse of her, young and old alike. And then there is her knowledge. Her father is an industrial chemist, and science fascinated her even as a child. She knew the periodic table of elements by the time she was ten! She draws and paints splendidly, and she is an avid reader of novels and poetry.” 


			He shook his head and thrust the fingers of his right hand into his beard, scratching at his chin. “I suppose most men would not choose a woman who was clearly their superior, but then . . . reason had nothing to do with it.”


			I smiled faintly, thinking of how Michelle was my superior in so many ways. “Falling in love is in no way some sort of competition between a man and a woman.”


			“Yes, I know that.”


			Holmes was peering at him closely. “You say you did not come to me out of jealousy, but I suspect another man was involved in this termination of the engagement.”


			Porter’s brow was furrowed, and he hesitated. “I am not certain. Not in the way you mean.”


			“But it is possible?”


			“Yes, there must be a connection—but you must understand—I only want Jane’s happiness. I only want what is best for her. If I thought she truly loved another man and that he would be good for her and to her, I would let her go. My heart would be broken, but I would let her go. As I say, I could never exactly understand how a woman like her could care for me. But I am worried about her. She has changed so much. Ever since . . .”


			Holmes stared closely. “So something precipitated this change?”


			“Yes. It has been since she started seeing Dr. Beauloup some three months ago.” He gave the name its English pronunciation, boh-loop rather than the French boh-loo.


			“Ah.” Holmes briefly put the fingertips of both hands together. “This doctor is the cause of the broken engagement?”


			“One way or another. I am certain of it.”


			“Do you think she may have fallen in love with him?”


			“I simply do not know. She says not, and yet . . .”


			“What kind of doctor is this Beauloup?” Holmes’s eyes shifted from Porter to me.


			“I can answer that,” I said. “Dr. Leonard Beauloup is a nerve doctor, a sort of alienist, on Harley Street. He specializes in neurasthenia and nervous breakdowns. His patients are mostly upper-class women, generally very wealthy ones.”


			Porter’s mouth stiffened, and his hands formed fists, even as he gave a hesitant nod. “That is the man. Jane’s mother has been seeing him for some time, and she has been after Jane to visit him as well.”


			I frowned slightly. “Her mother also has . . . issues?”


			Porter gave his head a slight shake. “She is . . . What is that word that starts with a ‘v’ for someone who is always feeling ill and worrying about their health?”


			“She is a valetudinarian?” Holmes said.


			“That’s it exactly, although you would never suspect it to look at her. She is somewhat plump and appears quite robust.”


			“But does Miss Brooke also suffer from some nervous ailment?”


			“She is nothing like her mother—she favors her father.” Porter lowered his eyes. “But she has always been . . . highly strung. Her mind is so quick, and her wit. She is . . . a hard thinker, a person who does not flinch from unpleasant truths or difficult questions. She has great energy, and she has told me that sometimes she cannot stop her thoughts—that they whirl round and round. Insomnia has often been a problem.”


			“Do you think this doctor has helped her?”


			“Absolutely not!” For the first time, there was anger in Porter’s voice. “If anything, she seems worse. She is worse.”


			“How so?”


			“She has been distracted, moody. She has had more trouble with sleep, and she is . . . she is different. We have always been friends—ever since we were children, we have been friends. We have confided in one another, but she has . . . she has closed herself off to me. And she has lost . . . She always had such a sense of humor, but that seems to have left her.”


			“She does not sound like a patient whom Dr. Beauloup might offer up as proof of his medical efficacy. Do you know anything about this doctor, Henry?”


			“Little more than what I told you. Of course, in general, I am suspicious of nerve doctors. We comprehend so little about the mind and its disorders, let alone being able to offer remedies. Most nerve tonics and other medications like mercury, quinine, bromides, arsenic, and opiates are either useless or downright harmful. I don’t know if Beauloup prescribes any of those—I certainly hope not! I think . . .” I paused for a moment. “I believe he may use hypnotism.”


			Porter nodded, frowning. “He does, with Jane at any rate.”


			Holmes stroked his chin thoughtfully. “And have you actually met this Dr. Beauloup?”


			“Not really. I went to his office to fetch Jane after an appointment, and he nodded at me from the doorway.”


			“What were your impressions?”


			Again, Porter’s smile was humorless. “Of course, I did not like him! I could hardly be expected to. I may not suffer from terrible jealousy as regards Jane, but I could not help but compare his appearance to my own. He is a very handsome man, tall with a wave of pomaded blond hair and an elegantly trimmed beard, hardly so rough as mine. And his frock coat must have come from a tailor on Savile Row. I have to . . . I must admit that Beauloup and Jane would make a handsome couple. She has two inches on me, but he would be taller than her by at least that much. Not like . . . beauty and the beast.”


			I shook my head. “Please, Mr. Porter! Deriding yourself is not helpful in the least. You are hardly a beast.”


			Holmes sat back in the chair and drummed briefly at its arms with his fingertips. “You do have my sympathy, sir. I can well relate to your feelings, but on the surface of it, this does not seem a case that would interest me. You may not be a jilted husband, but the situation is analogous. What would you have me do, anyway?”


			“Find out if Dr. Beauloup is an honorable man and if he has Jane’s best interests at heart—and find out why Jane is unhappy–and why she has changed so much.”


			Holmes gave a soft laugh, even as he shook his head. “You demand a great deal. These are hardly the usual objectives of a consulting detective. Determining Miss Brooke’s state of mind would be more appropriate for a physician or alienist, and I must admit, I find the fair sex mystifying. I am the last person to be able to explain their whims.”


			“But Beauloup—you could investigate him.”


			“Perhaps, although it would not require my services to do that. There are plenty of others in London who could do the job.”


			I understood Holmes’s reservations, but somehow Porter had caught my sympathies. Anyone who has ever had their heart broken by a woman—as so many of us have!—could understand his sorrow. “Besides seeing Dr. Beauloup for the last few months,” I said, “has there been any other notable change in Miss Brooke’s life?”


			Holmes nodded, smiling. “A good question, Henry. You do my job for me!” 


			Porter’s brow furrowed again. “Yes, my thoughts are all awhirl—I meant to tell you. She has started participating in some strange group or fellowship.”


			“What sort of group?”


			“She would not tell me much, only that it is some sort of . . . magical society, the kind where they study ancient rituals and spells. That is really quite odd! As I told you, she has always been a student of science and a very rational sort of person, and this group seems quite the opposite.”


			“What is the name of this society?” Holmes asked. “Is it perhaps the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn?” 


			Porter shook his head. “No, that’s not it.”


			I eased my breath slowly out between my teeth. “Is it Vespere Sidus?”


			Porter gave a brisk nod. “Yes, that’s the one.”


			“Vespere Sidus,” Holmes said. “’The Evening Star.’ What do you know of this group, Henry?”


			“It is another, like the Golden Dawn, where they dress up in robes and perform ancient magical rituals and mumbo-jumbo. And I have heard Beauloup’s name mentioned as one of the leaders.”


			Porter gave his head a brusque shake. “She didn’t tell me that! She said it was recommended to her, but not that he was involved or that he was the head man.”


			I shrugged. “I am not absolutely certain about that.”


			“All the same . . .”


			Holmes appeared faintly uneasy. “You said that Beauloup uses hypnotism. Did she tell you much about that?”


			Again that sad smile. “The first time, was about six weeks ago. She mentioned the fact, even joked about it, but lately, when I have asked her about hypnotism, she has refused to reveal anything. Says she doesn’t want to talk about it, that the sessions must remain absolutely confidential.” He sighed. “We used to tell each other everything. I knew most of her hopes, her fears, her desires, and she mine. But as I said, she has closed herself off to me. That, more than breaking the engagement, is what hurts so much.”


			“How old is she, might I ask?” I said.


			“She is twenty-two. The same age as I.”


			I reflected that he looked older than that. “And what exactly are her hopes?”


			Porter’s pale blue eyes regarded me closely for a few seconds. “It will seem foolish to you, I fear.”


			“I assure you it will not.”


			“It is impossible, of course, but she has long dreamed of becoming an architect.”


			I was surprised. “But why is that impossible?”


			Holmes replied before Porter could. “Because women are not allowed to enroll in any of the schools of architecture in the British Isles.”


			My eyes shifted between the two men. “Seriously? I did not know that. That seems both ridiculous and unfair!”


			My reaction surprised Porter, but Holmes smiled. “This is a man whose wife is also a physician, Mr. Porter. He does not believe in barriers against women. And in this case, when you say ‘long dreamed,’ do you mean since childhood?”


			“I do indeed!”


			“I believe that earlier you indicated that you met as children.”


			“We did. Her family moved into the house next to ours when we were ten. We immediately became playmates and the best of friends. In fact . . .” He closed his mouth, frowning ever so slightly, even as his cheeks reddened, the change obvious enough on his fair skin.


			“Say it, Mr. Porter,” Holmes said.


			“I know it is ridiculous, that a child cannot really fall in love, but I was certainly smitten. She was like no other girl I had ever met, and already so very beautiful. Even then, she had a fascination with houses and buildings. Her father had built her a special dollhouse, a very elaborate one, and she also loved to draw complicated houses and castles. And later, when we were about twelve or thirteen . . . My father kept all the blueprints for the homes he had constructed in a grand builder’s library room, and we would pull out a binder and have a look at all the documents---design sketches and floor plans, cross sections and elevation drawings. We would peer at them for hours studying all the fine details.” He smiled faintly. “I still remember the light in those dark eyes of hers, along with that look of intense concentration.”


			Holmes also smiled, but more wistfully than ironically. “Not the usual stuff of youthful romance. And you, Mr. Porter, obviously architecture must have interested you as well. Have you considered it as a profession?”


			A certain wariness appeared in Porter’s eyes. “Yes, but my father has other plans for me. He is training me to eventually take over the family business.”


			“And does that suit you?”


			“I suppose so.” The expression on Porter’s face showed little enthusiasm.


			Holmes began to drum restlessly at the chair arm with the fingers of his right hand. “I do not know, Mr. Porter. Somehow this business does not quite seem my cup of tea.”


			Porter leaned forward and clenched his fists. “I beg of you, sir—I am not a rich man, but I can borrow from my father if need be—and he is rich. I shall pay you whatever you ask.”


			“It is not money that holds me back. I take some cases gratis if they interest me and if a person is clearly in peril.”


			“But that’s just it—I think Jane may be in peril.” He shook his head vigorously. “She acts so strange sometimes—just now . . .” He seemed to reflect briefly. “I don’t know what to make of it. Perhaps it is some type of mental affliction after all.” He glanced at me. “Maybe you would know, Dr. Vernier.”


			“Explain yourself, sir,” Holmes said.


			“Well, just last week, she told me she was weary of the name Jane and asked if I might call her some nonsensical name . . . Ayesha, I believe it was.”


			Holmes’s eyes widened, and he straightened up in his chair. “Ayesha? Did she spell it for you?”


			“She did write it out: a, y, e, s, h, and a, just as it sounds. I couldn’t believe it. I asked her if she was joking, and that irritated her. ‘Not at all!’ she exclaimed. She said she was tired of being plain Jane, that this Ayesha might be her true name.”


			Holmes stared at him closely, half-opened his mouth, then closed it tightly. Instead of drumming with his fingers, he straightened his hand and tapped twice. Suddenly he sprang to his feet. “One moment, sir.” 


			He strode over to the bookcase near his desk, looked about, pulled out a volume and opened it up. He flipped through the first page or two, then was silent for a few seconds. At last, he set the book on his desk and turned toward us, a look of intense concentration on his thin face. He walked slowly back to his chair and sat back down again, again sweeping aside the tails of his frock coat.


			“What’s the matter?” Porter asked him.


			Holmes’s gray eyes shifted to the man. “I think, Mr. Porter, that I shall take your case, after all.”


			Porter beamed. “Oh thank you, Mr. Holmes! As I said, I can pay you whatever you wish.”


			“We can discuss my fee later. I think you have given me enough details to begin. I shall look into this Dr. Beauloup and also Vespere Sidus.”


			“Oh, excellent! And as I said, this is not about jealousy—I only want what is best for Jane.”


			“I believe you, sir.”


			Porter reached into his inside jacket pocket and withdrew a card. “Here is my business card with my name and address. You can contact me at any time. Send a telegram if you wish to see me, and I shall drop everything and come at once.”


			“Very well, but one last thing before you go. How did your parents and the lady’s parents feel about your engagement? Were they in favor of it?”


			He shrugged, then clasped his left wrist with his right hand. “Well, Jane’s mother has never really thought I was good enough for her daughter, but she seemed resigned. Her father, Roger Brooke, on the other hand—the two of us have always gotten along well—and he was delighted.”


			“And your parents?”


			“My mother wonders if Jane is not a trifle too clever for me—or for her own good, as she is wont to say, but she too was resigned. My father, though . . . Well, he never came out and actually said it aloud, but I know he would prefer that I marry into some high society family with money.” He gave his head a shake. “It was different when I was young, before he made his own fortune. It greatly amused him that Jane and I were fascinated by the blueprints, and he encouraged the two of us. But then we moved out of the neighborhood into another with much grander homes, with stables and carriages and . . . He and Roger had always been friends, but after we left, they gradually stopped seeing one another. Roger, I suspect, understood that my father thought an industrial chemist with a meager salary was no longer a fit companion for a rich builder with over a hundred men in his employ.”


			“I take it Jane’s father was the only enthusiast. And Jane herself—was she difficult to persuade?”


			“She was indeed.” Porter seemed to reflect briefly, then decided to speak. “She told me—and this seems an odd thing for a woman to say—that she was not sure she ever wanted to be married. I told her that I might not amount to much, but that I truly loved her and would always cherish and care for her. She said that she loved me as a friend, a very dear friend, and that she was worried that marriage might spoil that. I said marriage should only deepen our attachment. She kept me hanging for about six months, but finally agreed to an engagement.”


			Holmes nodded. “I see. Well, then . . .” He stood up. “I shall not keep you any longer, Mr. Porter. Give me two or three days, and I should have something to tell you. However, you must not expect too much from me—and certainly not that I can bring about a reestablishment of your engagement.”


			Porter had been holding the brandy glass with both hands, and he downed a last swallow, even as he stood. “I understand that only too well, Mr. Holmes. But it is as I said—I must be certain that Jane is not in any trouble or any danger.” He set the glass on the end table, then glanced at me. “And you, Dr. Vernier, do you think . . ? Does it seem as if some mental distress or nervous collapse might be involved?”


			I shook my head. “I couldn’t possibly say, but—and this is only an opinion based on very little information—I doubt it. So many young women, especially those of spirit and intelligence, find themselves at loose ends, with nothing to occupy their minds. I just hope Dr. Beauloup has not prescribed any nerve tonics.”


			Porter clutched his massive jaw with his big hand, looking worried, then lowered and extended it to me. “Well, it has been a great pleasure, Doctor.” He shook my hand: as expected, he had quite a grip, then turned to shake Holmes’s. “Thank you very much, Mr. Holmes. I don’t know what I should have done if you were not willing to help me. I assure you that I shall insist on paying you well for your troubles.”


			“Thank you, sir, and again, I shall contact you soon.”


			Porter smiled, gave another great sigh, then went to the door and departed.


			“Poor fellow,” I murmured.


			“Poor fellow indeed,” Holmes said. “The lady is refusing a man who would make her a far better husband than some dandy with money and a medical degree.”


			I raised my hand and pointed at his desk. “But that book you looked at—what was that?”


			“It seems like some foolish prank, and yet, somehow, it worries me.” He pulled briefly at his chin, then went to the desk and picked up the book. “Have a look.”


			I took it. The covering was a dark blue cloth, and on the front, in large capital letters of an elaborate flowing script with curlicues, was the title, SHE, and below it in smaller letters, by H. Rider Haggard. In the upper left corner were what looked like three hieroglyphs, including one shaped like a goose. On the spine, all in gold, was the title again, as well as the publisher’s name, Longmans and co., and also the design of a scarab.


			“What on earth?” I murmured.


			“Have you read it?” Holmes asked.


			“No, although I have vaguely heard about it.” I opened up to the title page, which had SHE again, as well as a sort of subtitle, A HISTORY OF ADVENTURE. “Didn’t Haggard also write King Solomon’s Mines?”


			“He did indeed. Surely you have read that?”


			“I started it, but it did not capture my interest, perhaps because the narrator was an elephant hunter. I cannot bear the idea of shooting one of the colossal beasts. I made it as far as the chapter where he and his companions casually massacre ten or so elephants. They are such magnificent animals, and to shoot even one in the name of sport . . ! It might be different if they were eaten for food . . .”


			Holmes’s sardonic smile appeared. “In the book, I believe they consumed the hearts of two of the beasts.”


			I shook my head. “Incredible! And then they hack away the ivory tusks and leave the animals to rot.”


			Holmes touched me lightly on the arm. “You have a kind heart, Henry. I must confess that I agree with you. I could never understand big game hunters and their wanton slaughter.”


			“But this book—who is She, anyway?”


			“Have a look at the table of contents.”


			I turned some pages. “’The Sherd of Amenartas.’ Sounds vaguely Egyptian. ‘Ustane Sings.’ What kind of name is Ustane? ‘The Plain of Kor,’ and chapter XII is actually titled ‘She,’ and next—’Ayesha Unveils.’ Ayesha . . . Ayesha must be She, I take it?”


			“Exactly.”


			“This is obviously some phantasmagorical romance—in Africa, again, I suppose.”


			“Very good, Henry.”


			“But who is this Ayesha?”


			“She is a two-thousand-year-old woman who has been waiting all that time for the reincarnation of her lover to appear, a man whom she killed in a jealous rage. She dwells as queen deep in Africa amidst the ancient tombs and ruins of the lost civilization of Kor. The depiction of the tombs with the corpses perfectly preserved by some spectacular lost form of embalming is curiously powerful and disturbing. She—Ayesha—is a woman of dazzling and irresistible beauty: one look at her, and the most dyed-in-the-wool misogynist will be smitten with love and burning desire.”


			“Not only phantasmagorical, but preposterous, I see.” I noted the page number of the chapter “Ayesha Unveils” and flipped to it. “Hmm, so the narrator’s name is Holly?”


			“Yes. Horace Holly, a fellow at Cambridge, an ugly ape-like man with black hair and a black beard who, nevertheless, possesses great intelligence and knows several languages. With him is his adopted son, Leo, his physical opposite—a blond Adonis who turns out to be the reincarnated lover, Kallikrates.”


			I flipped ahead through the pages and came at last to this: 


			She lifted her white and rounded arms—never had I seen such arms before—and slowly, very slowly, withdrew some fastening beneath her hair. Then all of a sudden the long, corpse-like wrappings fell from her to the ground, and my eyes travelled up her form, now only robed in a garb of clinging white that did but serve to show its perfect and imperial shape, instinct with a life that was more than life, and with a certain serpent-like grace that was more than human. On her little feet were sandals, fastened with studs of gold.  Then came ankles more perfect than ever sculptor dreamed of. About the waist her white kirtle was fastened by a double-headed snake of solid gold, above which her gracious form swelled up in lines as pure as they were lovely, till the kirtle ended on the snowy argent of her breast, whereon her arms were folded. I gazed above them at her face, and—I do not exaggerate—shrank back blinded and amazed.


			“This verges on the obscene! However, the writing is awkward and greatly overblown, to say the least. Did you actually read this book?”


			Holmes’s smile was not only ironic, but faintly embarrassed. “I must confess that I did. I have a certain fondness for adventure tales. Take the book along with you and have a look at it. Given that Miss Brooke wants to call herself Ayesha, there must be a connection with Haggard’s questionable heroine. The book is, as you noted, not particularly well written, the language often florid and quaintly antique with many thee’s and thou’s, but the story is quite entertaining. Ayesha—’She-who-must-be-obeyed,’ as the primitive natives refer to her—is unforgettable, and the conclusion . . . But I must not spoil it for you! You will see.”


			I shrugged. “At least the book should not be boring.”


			“No, absolutely not! And now at last, we can take our stroll.”


			I closed the book, then took my lower lip briefly between my teeth. “It is strange that Miss Brooke would want to call herself Ayesha—and rather sinister.”


			Holmes gave a brusque nod. “Exactly. That is why I decided to take the case.”


			“I know you told Porter not to expect a renewal of his engagement, but that would be my hope. Poor fellow. One cannot help but empathize, especially if. . . You once told me in Paris that you had your heart broken as a young man.”


			Holmes’s mouth straightened, became totally neutral, even as he gave a slight nod. “Yes.”


			“I could not speak frankly before him, but it worries me that Miss Brooke has been consulting with Dr. Beauloup. As a general rule, I distrust nerve doctors. Many of them are quacks or scoundrels. And the wretched brews they prescribe . . . And worse yet, Beauloup is involved with—nay, may have even founded Vespere Sidus! We are less than a decade from the twentieth century, and for a medical doctor, in this age of scientific progress and advancement, to promote such utter nonsense . . ! It’s unconscionable. And then there is hypnotism. While I am ambivalent, the fact remains that hypnosis is the staple of the musical hall and the stage, which hardly recommends it to medicine!”


			Holmes raised his hands, even as he smiled. “Calm yourself, Henry! You need not convince me. We shall see what we can discover about Vespere Sidus. I have an acquaintance who is familiar with all such groups in our great metropolis, and after visiting him, perhaps we shall pay a call on Dr. Beauloup.”


			“I doubt he will tell us much.”


			“Ah, but two admiring physicians from the continent who wish to find out more about his medical techniques and his magical society—surely Dr. Beauloup will be flattered! Perhaps he might even invite them to attend a future meeting of Vespere Sidus.”


			“Ah.” I smiled. “I shall employ my very best French accent.”


		


	

		

			Chapter Two
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			Michelle


			I heaved a sigh, then sank down into my comfortable and well-worn office chair, a sturdy oaken construction with a leather-covered seat. The ornate clock on a nearby table showed 4:45. I had been on my feet much of the day, and my calves and ankles ached.  


			The door opened, and Nancy’s plump rosy face appeared. “There’s the one lady left, doctor. She’s been waiting most patiently.”


			I drew in my breath resolutely. “Have her come in.” A half-full cup of tea was sitting near the blotter on my desk, and I took a quick sip. It was cold.


			A young woman came through the door, and an involuntary sort of awe made me draw in my breath. I have no Sapphic inclinations, but all the same, I can appreciate physical beauty in both men and women, and she was strikingly lovely, a sort of vision—like some Greek goddess come to earth in human form and wearing the purple robes of royalty. She was statuesque, too, probably an inch or two below six feet, about my height. Her black hair was bound up, glistened with white highlights; her eyes were that dark dark brown one calls black; but her skin was a pale sort of ivory with a faint flush showing at each cheek. She had a long slender neck and full, naturally red lips. Her eyebrows were thick and black, expressive with their subtle movements. Her dress was modest enough, the fabric cotton, not silk, with the puffy fashionable leg-of-mutton sleeves, the color a vibrant shimmering purple. 


			She gave me a piercing glance, her lips parting ever so slightly. I had risen and gestured at the chair on the other side of my desk. “Do come in, Miss . . ?”


			“Brooke. Jane Brooke.”


			“Please have a seat, Miss Brooke.”


			She hesitated, as if she was trying to decide whether to flee or not, then resolutely came forward and sat.


			I gave my head a slight shake. “That dress of yours . . . What a lovely shade of purple. I have not seen quite that color before.”


			“Thank you. During Roman times, purple cloth was worth more than gold because the dye was so expensive to fabricate. It required thousands of crushed aquatic snails unique to a certain region on the Mediterranean. We are lucky, are we not, that we can all wear purple nowadays?”


			I smiled. “Yes, I suppose so.”


			“Did you know that William Henry Perkins, an Englishman, stumbled across the first of the modern dyes in 1856? He called it mauveine, hence the word ‘mauve.’ However, the Germans did further work on the aniline dyes, and nowadays they have captured the market.”


			I stared curiously at her, even as I smiled again. This was not the usual mindless introductory chitchat I heard from young women! “Indeed?” I was impressed. Clearly, she was learned and intelligent, as well as beautiful. 


			She had lowered her eyes and was rubbing at her left wrist with her right hand. Her hands were large with long slender elegant fingers, not like my own big strong paws usually red from carbolic. “Purple is my favorite color,” she said.


			“I am also fond of it, although bright blue probably wins out by a hair.”


			She was still staring at her hands. 


			“My friend Alice told me about you. She said you would understand. I had never heard of a woman doctor before. Alice is . . . Alice Duncan is her name.


			“Oh yes, Alice Duncan. She is a very sensible young lady.” I stared closely at her. “Why have you come to see me, Miss Brooke? What is wrong?”


			An odd sound related to a laugh caught in her throat. Her dark eyes rose, suddenly all liquid, and she gave a fierce shake. “That is what I would like to know. Everything seems . . . I feel so awful.” She wiped at her eye with her hand, then raised her head defiantly, fighting back the tears.


			I stood up, went round the desk, set my hand on her shoulder and clasped her gently. “Would you like to tell me about it?”


			Her beautiful mouth was locked in a grimace, but she managed to nod. She took a handkerchief from her purse and dabbed at her eyes. “I only . . . None of it makes much sense. My head is . . . all awhirl, and I cannot stop thinking. The same stupid thoughts keep repeating themselves over and over. And the nights are so unbearably long, and when I dream . . . My dreams have become so awful. I’m almost afraid to sleep. And just yesterday . . .” She sucked in her breath, her whole face contorting.


			I patted her shoulder. “Easy now, dear.”


			Her eyes with the black pupils and thin brown irises peered up at me, her pain obvious. “I have hurt someone . . . someone dear to me. It had to be done. But I feel so terrible.”


			“Ah,” I murmured. “And was this someone a man?”


			She gave a quick nod.


			“I see.” I ran my fingertips along my jaw. “A broken engagement?”


			She was surprised. “How did you know?”


			“I gathered as much. Did you love him?”


			“Oh, I just don’t know—but he was my friend—my best friend, and now that is all over with for good.” Her voice quavered, and she wiped at her cheek with the handkerchief.


			“Would you drink some brandy if I offered you some, Miss Brooke? I think it might do you good. It would be for . . . medicinal purposes.”


			“I suppose so.”


			I went to a small table with a variety of medicines and jars as well as a decanter of brandy. I poured about an inch into a glass and took it to her. “Sip it slowly.” I pulled around another chair next to hers, sat, and gave her arm a squeeze. “There’s no medical cure for a broken engagement, I’m afraid. And at least, unlike for a man, a woman never has to pay damages.”


			She shook her head. “That’s not what made me come—I felt bad even before. In fact, I suppose it’s no secret, but I have been seeing—I am seeing, for about three months now—another doctor—Dr. Beauloup. Do you know him?” She sipped the brandy and coughed once.


			“Well, I know of him, although we have never met personally.” I did my best to keep my voice neutral. I had heard nothing good about Beauloup—to the contrary. I feared he was one of those Harley Street “nerve” doctors who preyed on unhappy and vulnerable women. He was also the type where there was never any talk of a cure: patients must come back year after year. “Has he helped you?”


			The smooth perfect white skin of her forehead creased. “He has . . . he has opened up . . . a new world, but . . . Oh, I am simply not sure.” Her hands resting on her lap had unconsciously formed fists.


			“You described a certain agitation that you feel, manifest as restless incessant thoughts and difficulty sleeping. Has this gotten better or worse over time?”


			“Worse.” She sighed. “Much worse.”


			“It would seem that Dr. Beauloup is not exactly helping you.”


			“He has said it may get worse before it gets better.”


			I smiled faintly. “Rather opportune for him. And has he prescribed anything for you?”


			“No. I told him that was forbidden. My father did not want me to go see him in the first place, but he made me promise that I would not take anything. Father is a chemist, you see—not the kind that doles out medicines, but one who works in industry. All the same, he claims that most pharmaceutical preparations are worthless and that many are actually poisons.”


			I laughed softly. “I am afraid he is right about that.”


			“He says—Dr. Beauloup—that when I understand who and what I really am, that I will feel better.”


			I shook my head. “How convenient. And when this restlessness comes upon you, the whirling thoughts, have you found anything on your own that helps calm you?”


			She nodded. “Yes. I take long walks—I walk fast—until I am tired at last.”


			“Very good! That is just what I might prescribe.”


			She gave me an inquisitive look. “Really? My mother . . . She does not think it is a good idea. She especially does not think a young woman should go walking alone in the great parks of London. Oh, I would humor her if I could, but none of my friends particularly likes walking, and none of them can keep up with me. Except . . .” Her eyes went liquid again. “. . . Herbert.”


			“Was he the young man you were engaged to?”


			“Yes.”


			“And I suspect you broke it off because you simply weren’t sure about him, or perhaps . . . or perhaps even about being married.”


			“Oh, that is exactly it! I simply don’t know if I want to be a wife and mother—I don’t know what I want, exactly. But I want . . . I want . . .” She drew in her breath. “Have you read Middlemarch, doctor?”


			“Oh yes, certainly. The book is a favorite of mine.”


			“I feel like Dorothea—we have more in common than our last name! I want to do something meaningful with my life. Surely there must be some . . . some grand purpose, something more than being a wife and mother—not that those are bad things.”


			My smile was bittersweet, and I leaned over to give her wrist a squeeze. “Oh, my dear, you are certainly not the first to feel that way. It is quite natural.”


			Her dark eyes stared at me, faintly puzzled. “Is that true?”


			“Oh yes. For a woman of feeling and intelligence, it is certainly true.”
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