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“Toss me the pillow.” Ruddy caught it and smelled the seared material. “I’m sure it’s gunpowder.”

“If Newell has gone missing, whether voluntarily or forced, what has he been involved in that got him into this situation? Why shoot the poor dog? Based on Mrs. Newell’s information, he didn’t-wouldn’t hurt Snowball, so who did and why?” The question wasn’t meant for immediate answers. From Archie’s tone, it was his thoughts spoken to the universe in general.

“Assuming we have a crime, three reasons for shooting the dog come to me. The person or persons who are behind his disappearance, shot Snowball to shut her up, if she was barking. Or, she might have tried to defend Newell from an attacker. Or, the attacker wanted something from Newell that he’d resist doing and they shot her to emphasize their seriousness, and he would be next.” Snowball whimpered, drawing Ruddy’s attention back. 

Archie rose and checked the back of the chair, pushing against the cushion. Then, he moved to the wall behind the chair and examined it. “If this was used to muffle the shot at the dog, then the bullet might be somewhere in this room.” 

As Archie continued to search, Ruddy removed the towel covering Snowball’s eyes and stroked the face softly. She’d begun to whimper again but the touch quieted her.

“At this point, the better question is whether Newell is injured or dead and where he’s being kept,” Ruddy said. 
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Chapter One
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London-1892

Snowball growled low and fixed her attention on the front door. Phillip Newell looked up from brushing the large dog’s thick white coat. A moment later Snowball barked furiously at the pounding on the door.

“Snowball, quiet.” Phillip wasn’t expecting anyone and moved the drapery to peer out, trying to see who had come by uninvited. Whoever it was, they stood in the shadow of the porch light and he couldn’t see. “Who’s there?”

“It’s Eric. We need to talk. Now.”

Phillip didn’t care for Eric’s high-handed tone and was surprised by it. They’d had lunch a few days before and if he had been upset over anything, he’d have said something then. Wouldn’t he? He definitely had cause but Eric couldn’t know that.

Snowball followed Phillip to the door and remained quiet but at his side. Phillip opened the door and Leo Hedley, Eric’s thuggish friend, shoved him to the floor with his free hand. He held a gun in the other. Eric followed right behind Leo, gun in hand. Snarling, Snowball jumped up and latched onto Leo’s free hand.

“Shoot this bitch!” Leo screamed and tried to shake the dog off. 

“No. Please no.” Phillip rolled onto his knees. He lunged for Snowball and attempted to pull her away. Her powerful jaws were locked on and he couldn’t get her to loosen her hold. He yanked on her collar, trying to pull her off. The buckle snapped and the collar came off in his hand. Panicked, he repeatedly swatted at her. “Snowball, stop. Stop!”

Eric had grabbed a thick throw pillow from a nearby chair, held it against the barrel of the gun and fired. Goose feathers flew out of the back of the pillow, reducing the noise to a short pop. 

Snowball yelped and let go, whimpering. Blood spread over her bright fur as she bolted out the door to the street. 

“You shot my sweet girl. How could you?” Tears already filled Phillip’s eyes. He scrambled to his feet and tried to run after her.

Eric caught Phillip by the shirt collar before he was able to escape. “Go after that bitch and make sure she’s dead,” Eric ordered Leo. “The whole neighborhood probably knows the dog. If they see she’s shot, they’ll have the coppers here in two shakes.”

“Bloody hell.” Leo sprinted out the door. 

Eric pulled a good length of rope from his jacket. He released his hold on Phillip. “Put your hands out.”  

“No. I have to find Snowball. And don’t think for a moment I won’t see you in court for hurting her.” Phillip started for the door again. 

Eric put his gun to Phillip’s temple. “One more step and I’ll blow your brains all over the wall. Now, do as I say and put your hands out, wrists crossed.”

Phillip obeyed as tears streamed down his face. “Please, let me go after Snowball.” 

“Stop blubbing.”

“Why would you hurt her? What is this about?”

Eric stuck the gun inside the front of his trousers. He tied Phillip’s hands tight and then pushed him onto the sofa. 

“Talk to me, Eric. Why are you doing this?”

“Where do you keep your money?”

“I don’t keep much here, only fifty pounds or so. Why? If you need money, all you had to do was ask. I’d have loaned you what you want. If it was a substantial sum, I’d go to the bank in the morning. You certainly didn’t have to shoot Snowball and be so rough with me.”

Eric pulled his gun out and slammed Phillip in the jaw with the butt. “I asked you a question. Where is your money?”

The blow sent a jolt of sharp pain up Phillip’s cheek to his temple and knocked him sideways. He tucked his head down until his chin pressed his shoulder to ward off the worst of another blow. When it didn’t come, and watchful for a strike, he managed to right himself into a sitting position. “My wallet is on the bureau in my bedroom. The rest is in the top drawer.” He wiggled his jaw back and forth. “I think you loosened some teeth. Why are you doing this?”

Leo returned.

“Did you kill the bitch?” Eric asked.

Leo shook his head and stepped on the pillow. He kicked it under the chair and tossed the collar on the sofa. “I looked for her. She was nowhere in sight. Maybe she’ll bleed to death before anyone sees her.”

“Damn. I’d like to believe she will but this is worrisome. Watch him while I go upstairs. His cash is in the bedroom,” Eric said. 

After Eric left the room Phillip appealed to Leo, “Why is he doing this? I told him I’d loan him whatever he needed.”

“Shut up.”

“There’s no reason for this.” Phillip held his tied hands out. “What cause did either of you have to hurt my dog?”

Leo snorted. “No cause. That mutt of yours nearly shredded my hand.” He held the still bleeding hand out for Phillip to see. The fleshy part of the palm had been badly chewed and gaped open. “I can’t feel my fingers.” Leo wiped his hand on the pillow Eric used to muffle the shot.

Phillip wished Snowball had ripped Leo’s hand in half. “She was just protecting me. Don’t you know dogs are loyal that way? Have you never had a dog?”

“No.”

Phillip could understand why. With the ugly mug of Leo’s even a dog would turn tail and run. A boxer, Leo’s nose had been broken so many times, it lay flat with nostrils broadened wide against his cheeks. The skin that showed above his beard was blotchy with red patches both light and dark. His low forehead and bent and twisted ears reminded Phillip of the primitive men of ancient times. Give him a club instead of a gun and he’d pass for Cro-Magnon.

Eric returned. “What a bloody miserable sum of money. There’s not even fifty quid here. How can you not keep more available?” he asked, stuffing the money into his trouser pocket. 

“I don’t need to keep more. I have a tab at my club, you know that. Same with the cafes I frequent. I pay cook and the maid every two weeks. This is an off week. 

“At this point all Phillip wanted to do was find Snowball and get her to an animal doctor, if she survived the gunshot. “Please, let me go. Let me find my sweet girl.”

“You’re going with us.” Eric pulled on Phillip’s shirt collar and told Leo, “Get a pillow cover from one of the beds and clean up the feathers. Bundle them in it and then check outside to see there’s no one around. We’ll take him out the back. I want to avoid streetlights.” 

“I don’t understand you, Eric. Why rob a friend?”

“Good question. I could ask you the same?” 

“I’m begging you, tell me why you’re acting like this.”

“You lied to me and betrayed my trust.”

“That’s not true. I’d never abuse your trust. Never.”

“There you go, taking me for a fool and lying to me, again. You thought I wouldn’t find out. I wasn’t supposed to find out. I wasn’t supposed to get a copy of the solicitor’s letter with the current financial report for the store. The letter addressed to you, Augustus, and Sterling, no reference to me. But a copy was accidentally sent to me too.”

Eric knew! Bile rose in Phillip’s throat. This was about revenge. “I’ll return all your investment and more. Untie me and give me until midmorning. I promise.”

Doubting laughter would’ve even been better than Eric’s sneer and half-smile that edged up one side of his mouth. A smile that had the hair on Phillip’s arm standing on end. 

“You’ll understand if I don’t put my trust in your promise. I’ve a better idea. I’ll untie you so you can write a cheque for me in quadruple the amount I’m owed. Let’s go into your office.” 

Leo came back inside. Blood had soaked through the towel he wrapped around his hand. “We’re safe. No one in sight.”

“Stay at the kitchen door and keep watch. Phillip and I will be back shortly. We have a bit of business to attend to in the office,” Eric told him.

“Are there clean towels in the kitchen somewhere?” Leo asked Phillip.

“In the pantry,” Phillip told him. Turning back to Eric, he attempted to negotiate. “I’ve a better idea. I will write you a Letter of Authorization for the funds to be remitted to you. A cheque in that large an amount might generate questions.”

“I want a cheque. I want the money in my hand as soon as I present it.” Eric had been to Phillip’s many times and knew the way to the library where he conducted business. “Sit down and start writing,” Eric ordered, untying Phillip. 

When Phillip finished the draft, Eric retied his hands. A ripple of fear went through him when he was tied again. Eric followed behind Phillip to the kitchen.

“You have your draft for all the money you demanded. Why haven’t you released me?” Phillip stopped in the doorway between the hall and kitchen. “Untie me. There’s no reason to intimidate me further.”

“You think a letter settles the score. You called me friend and then made a fool of me. Your influence won’t protect you. Not this time.”  Eric clamped onto Phillip’s arm.

Phillip grabbed the kitchen doorframe and held it as tight as his limited hold allowed. Now the ripple became white hot fear. “Where are you taking me?”

Eric smashed his gun butt on Phillip’s fingers and kept striking until Phillip finally couldn’t hold on anymore. 

“Let’s go.” Eric gripped an arm hard, pushing him. 
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Chapter Two
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Eric and Leo put a cloth bag over Newell’s face before forcing him onto the bed of a wagon. The stench of sewage grew stronger as the cart bumped over the paving stones. The stink of human waste worsened as it mixed with the odor of rot. The vile combination meant they traveled toward the Thames.

When they stopped, they kept the bag over his head and led him into a chilly room. The building was definitely alongside the wharf or very close to it based on the noise of wooden hulls banging against the docks. Calls from the crews on fishing boats and other barges waiting to unload their cargo competed with each other. Singling out the shouted demands to only one ship was impossible. A welcome gust of wind brought a brief smell of fish but the odor of dreck and sewage quickly followed.

“Light the lamp,” Eric told Leo. 

His voice had a tinny hollow sound. Newell thought they’d brought him to a warehouse or factory. When Leo lit the lamp a shadow appeared at Newell’s feet and Eric removed the bag. Newell had guessed right. The large room had a cement floor and large iron brackets and rings on the wall like those for industrial use. From the cobwebs draped across the corners of the room, the factory hadn’t been used in a long time.

“What happens now?” Newell asked. “I still don’t have a clue what this is about.”

“You’ll know in good time.” Eric handed him a flask. “It’s water. I suggest you drink sparingly. There’s a bucket in the corner for your personal use.”

Another shot of panic spiked through him at the words-drink sparingly. “How long do you intend to hold me here?”

“Until I tire of the situation.” He tossed Leo the bag and tipped his head toward the door. “Let’s go.”  

Leo didn’t say a word and followed Eric out.

Newell counted to one hundred out of excess of caution in case Eric and Leo remained nearby. At one-hundred he stood by the door, delayed for a couple of seconds, searching for a way to open the door. His vision, cut off by the bag when they hustled him into the room, he was unaware the knob had been removed. 

Newell kicked the lock housing. The door didn’t budge. He took a few steps back to build momentum and kicked the lock again. The force knocked him on his bum and sent a shock wave of pain from his ankle to his knee. He scrambled to his feet and, gave his kicking leg a few good jerks, hoping to shake off the pain.  He couldn’t say why he thought that would help other than he’d seen workmen shake limbs after hurting themselves. 

The effort didn’t ease the pain. No point in repeating another kick. He took the only option left and screamed for help.  

No one came. 

Outside, drunks shouted challenges and curses to each other. London was never truly quiet. The seedier the neighborhood, the louder the inhabitants. Foot traffic along the river was constant, increasing during the day, but still busy at night. Surely, someone should hear him. He yelled, loud as he could. 

Nothing. 

He shouted for help again and again.

No one came.

Newell’s throat felt like he’d swallowed broken glass when he finally stopped for the night. Exhausted, he curled up on the cold floor and tried to sleep. Every part of his back ached. Shoulders to his tailbone throbbed like he’d been beaten with an iron rod. The pain traveled and no matter how he positioned himself, his calves and thighs cramped. When he had found a sliver of comfort, rest continued to escape him. Questions plagued his thoughts. After a while he sat up with his arms wrapped around his knees and his head pressed to them. 

Another gust of fetid air from the river wafted through the only window. Three millennia of foul matter, human and otherwise, hung like a cloud over the room. He idly wondered if there was ever a time the Thames wasn’t a filthy cesspit. 

“Bloody hell.” To escape the worst of the stink, Newell moved to the far corner and slid down the wall to sit on the floor. 

Initially, with all the daytime activity around the river, Newell didn’t think Eric could keep him prisoner for long. Someone would discover what Eric had done. A day passed and then another passed. He still hoped he’d be heard. He removed a shoe and pounded the wall that bordered the wharf. Between hits he and screamed and screamed, “Help me, please. Someone, help me. I’m locked inside. Help me.” 

No one heard or if they did, they had no desire to heed the call. Still, someone should’ve been curious enough to investigate but who knew how thick the brick walls were? Eric was clever. It wouldn’t surprise Phillip if Eric had tested how well a scream traveled. 

Newell lay in a fetal position on the floor, shivering. He began to sob as he waited for Eric’s return, waiting to beg for release. He was weeping when Eric finally arrived. 

“Eric!” Newell sat up and wiped his eyes with his shirt sleeve. He scrambled to his feet. “I don’t know what I’ve done for you to hate me so, but let me go and whatever I did, I’ll make amends. Please, release me.”

“To see you weep like a woman is pathetic. I believed you had more pride. You always bragged that your family had a long history of influence in royal households and government. You said your family’s advice and judgement had been constantly sought by men in power. If they could see this-” Eric swept his hand from head to toe in front of Newell. “Such a poor excuse of courage and lack of dignity you display now, your family’s shame would have no bounds.”

Lost pride, Newell hadn’t given that a moment’s worry. Only freedom mattered. Eric wasn’t a cruel man. The only exception was his violence toward Snowball. An action Newell didn’t understand.

“This ordeal has left me unwell. The only thing worse than how my physical being is undone, is my heartbreak over Snowball. Whatever offense you believe I’ve committed, you didn’t have to hurt her.”

“You needed to know pain. She was a minor step in that message.”

Still confused, Newell dropped to his knees and clasped his hands as if in prayer. Desperate, he tried to appeal to Eric’s sense of decency. “I swear on my soul, I will forget this lunacy on your part. We will never speak of it again. I promise not to pursue action with the authorities.” That was a lie, of course. Newell could never ignore what was done to Snowball. Never. He had to convince Eric of the opposite. “Tell me what you want or need and set me free. I will do whatever you wish.”

“Get up. You embarrass yourself.” Eric nudged Newell’s shoulder with the toe of his boot.

Newell rose as he wiped a line of snot away with the back of his hand and then onto his trousers. The brief run of mucus did nothing to clear a path to help him breathe better. His stuffy sinuses had grown worse with each hour he spent in the damp factory. Breathing in a full lung of air had become impossible. He had used his shirttail but no matter how hard he blew, trying to clear his sinuses, he failed. To his dismay, the rancid outside air managed to get through what narrow open passages he had. His head weighed more than a sack of flour. His chin touched his chest as Eric stood inches from him, not responding.

“You haven’t realized I now know our friendship...” A bitter huff led to Eric’s bitter explanation. “Has proven a horrible lie.”

“You’re like a brother to me. How can you say our friendship is questionable?”

“I found the second set of account books.”

He couldn’t have. How? How could he know about the true accounts book? The only people who’d ever seen the true figures were the Garrisons and himself. They hadn’t planned on including Eric in their retail investments but he’d badgered Newell into letting him be a part of the scheme. 

The Garrisons balked at first. They feared Eric wouldn’t have the financial wherewithal to continue participating if the project ran into extra costs. “There’s bound to be cost overruns. Does he have employment other than his dismal job tutoring thick-witted sons of the upper crust?” Augustus had asked.

“Not that I know of,” Phil admitted.

“How can he keep up?” Augustus said, and Phil had no solution to offer.

It was Sterling who’d suggested they take more from Eric, up front, just in case. What began as insurance against the possibility of a clerk’s son defaulting, morphed into an insidious dark game. An insurance policy turned into a test to see how long and how much they could swindle out of Eric. Always cautious, Newell had hidden the book in a locked drawer on the underside of the main drawer in his desk. 

“I see the truth has silenced you,” Eric said. 

Newell didn’t dare admit the truth. Better to lie and keep lying unless actually shown the evidence. Make the accuser have doubts about what they believe. “I’m not silenced by the accusation. Where did you find this alleged second book regarding the retail shops project?”

“In your office, of course. It is hidden in a secret compartment attached to the bottom of the center drawer of your desk.” Eric pointed. “Ah, there it is. The ever so slight give away that you know I am telling the truth. I saw the fleeting widening of your eyes when I said the location.” Eric backhanded Newell, who staggered and fell against the wall.

Newell pushed off the wall. He ran his tongue over the inside of his lip. The metallic taste told him he bled. He’d cut the lip on his teeth when Eric struck him. 

This was a test on Eric’s part. It had to be. “You’ve never been in my home when I wasn’t there. I’d have noticed if you disappeared into my office.”

“You’re arguing tactics, which is a lost cause. The point is, I found the book, the proof you cheated me.” 

Time to turn the accusation back on Eric. “Why would you even suspect such a book exists and let alone search for it? You’ve no cause.”

“Good old Augustus got a bit too foxed one night and let it slip to Leonard Ford what a pigeon I was. He said Augustus bragged that you three had me invest twice the amount more than you fellows, my trusted friends. I lived like a pauper trying to meet the demand.”

“Leonard Ford! For pity’s sake, how could you take anything he said for truth? He hates Augustus for having him cast out from the Oriental. He’s a scoundrel and cheat.”

“No, he isn’t. One night, Augustus had lost a considerable amount of money to Leonard at the card table. Leonard laughed at how bad he played, mocking his loss. You know how thin-skinned Augustus is. He was humiliated. Vindictive bugger that he is, he bided his time and weeks later invited Leonard to play cards again. Once again, Augustus lost. Whether he lost on purpose of as part of his scheme to ruin Leonard...” Eric shrugged. “Who knows? But after losing another substantial amount, Augustus slipped a cheat card in Leonard’s pocket. He accused him of cheating then, and when the card was discovered, Leonard was cut from the club. Leonard never forgave him.”

Newell remained baffled. “Of all the people Augustus might reveal any alleged sly maneuvering to, it certainly wouldn’t have been Leonard. Not after the cheating incident.”

“The admittance happened prior to their contretemps. Telling me about the treachery happened after the incident.”

“Why would Leonard tell you this lie? If he wanted to get back at Augustus, why involve me?”

“Augustus said you keep the books. If I needed proof, it would be with you. I have bided my time, waiting for the opportunity to search.”

Newell spun through the few explanations he might use to defend himself. The best was make Eric believe he’d misinterpreted the financial record. The Garrisons could worry about themselves. They weren’t the ones held hostage. 

“I am the only person who insisted on inviting you to invest in our project. The Garrisons don’t give fig about you. They never did, not at Harrow, not at Cambridge. Never. It was always me, and only me, extending a hand to raise you up.”

Eric began to pace. “It took a while for me to accept how little they thought of me. They invited me to their parties, to their clubs, to sit at the business table with them. When I found the book and saw the truth for myself-” He stopped pacing and beat the air with his fist. “I didn’t want to believe they’d lied for all these years. I didn’t want to believe I had been so naïve.”

Eric went to the wall Newell had fallen against and removed several bricks. Behind the bricks, a bottle of whiskey had been secreted on a makeshift shelf along with two glasses. He handed a glass to Newell and poured three fingers of the whiskey into it. 

“Let’s sit.” Eric dropped down to the floor and leaned against the wall. He poured himself three fingers of whiskey too. 

Newell joined him but waited to touch the drink until Eric sipped his. The invitation baffled Newell. He hoped it was a good sign, maybe Eric would eventually release him.  

“Go on, drink,” Eric told him. 

Newell took a large swallow. He let the smoky hint of caramel in the taste linger on his tongue, savoring its warmth when he swallowed. As the liquid spread across his insides, his empty stomach rumbled. A bite of food, no matter how small, would be wonderful. He hadn’t eaten since the night Eric forced him from the house.

“I found the book the night of my birthday.” Eric took a sip of his drink. 

Newell thought back on the night. Eric had gotten squiffed at his club and turned up on Newell’s doorstep. “You said you came to my place because it was closer. When the truth was you were too potted to walk and wasted money for a cab fare on billiards.”

“You weren’t at all pleasant.”

“It was the middle of the night and you woke me. Why? Because you feared walking home where a copper might find you dressed in your unsavory club clothes.”

“There’d have been a fuss.”

“It’s not against the law to wear a costume. That’s all you’d have to tell a copper if you were questioned. Male Panto actors play female roles in dresses all the time.”

“It’s not Christmas. That story wouldn’t wash. There’d be more questions and an unwanted light would be put on the club.”

“Bollocks. The police have never shown interest in the place.”

Newell knew Eric frequented the Chameleon club-often, too often in his opinion. Newell had visited the club a few times at Eric’s invitation. People spoke of the unusual club where members strutted in exotic gowns and wigs. Despite the talk, the police hadn’t bothered to trouble the clientele. Newell suspected someone with great influence was a member. Strong gossip about Prince Albert, Queen Victoria’s grandson, frequenting clubs and male brothels was common. The Metropolitan police likely chose not to raid the club for fear of confronting a Lord or cabinet member or the prince.

“Doesn’t matter now. A betrayal is a betrayal. The issue will be handled accordingly.” Eric pulled two cigars from his shirt pocket and handed one to Newell. “Here.”

Newell didn’t know what to make of the drink and cigar. He doubted neither spelled freedom was imminent. Eric was clearly past the point of listening to denials. Newell finished his whiskey and finally offered another desperate appeal, “However much you believe you were cheated out of, stop this insanity, and release me. I will pay you the amount and more. Just let’s end this.”

Eric poured Newell three more fingers of drink. “You really are witless, Phil. To me, you’ve always been more than a friend. I’ve loved you since our school days. You favor the ladies. I understood that but I wanted you to see how pretty I could be. That’s why I brought you to the Chameleon. To see me in a different light other than a friend. How could you not know I loved you?”

“I never saw your affection for me as more than a strong bond between friends,” Newell explained, truthfully. Early on, Newell and all their friends, recognized Eric had no taste for women. He favored men, but had never flaunted his preference, not in public, not even in private. To Newell’s knowledge, Eric kept those leanings behind closed doors or in the Chameleon with those who shared those same desires. The sudden revelation Eric was in love with him, threw Newell for six. 

“Like I said, you’re a dolt. Beyond that obvious note, do you hear your defense? A strong bond means one doesn’t abuse the friendship with dishonesty and greed.”

“I am sorry for my blindness to your feelings and my inexcusable duplicity. I understand your bitterness. I earned it. No apology can ever erase the pain I caused you. I implore you, let me repay what would’ve been your normal buy-in share, but double, while you maintain the same percentage of the business. I’ll speak with Augustus and Sterling.”

“You needn’t bother. Finish your drink and cigar.”

Newell tossed back his drink, dropped the cigar in his glass and leapt to his feet. Every knotted cell in his body exploded with relief. “Are you letting me go?” 

Eric smiled. He pulled his gun out and put it to Newell’s head. “No.” 
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Chapter Three
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Leo stood as though frozen, staring at Newell’s body, lips parted but no words coming out.

“What are you gaping at?” Eric asked, surprised a man like Leo would find what Eric did disturbing.

“I didn’t think you’d really kill him. He was your friend.”

“Was a friend, being the operative phrase. Go out and find us a boat, nothing large or fancy, just sturdy enough to get us to France and back.”

Leo nodded. 

“Don’t take all day, either.” 

****
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ERIC CHECKED HIS WATCH for the hundredth time. Leo had been gone four hours but it felt like longer. No matter where Eric went in the room, Newell's open dead eyes followed him. 

“I’ve had my fill of you looking at me.” The death stiffness had started to leave Phillip’s body. Eric was finally able to curl Newell’s legs so he fit into the canvas bag Eric had brought for the body.

Leo returned as Eric was positioning the rest of the body. “I thought you wanted my help getting him wrapped up.”

“The better part of the afternoon is already gone. I got tired of waiting for you. I found sitting with a dead body beyond unpleasant.”

“Sorry.”

“Did you secure a boat and supplies, including a wheelbarrow?”

“Yes, and I’ve had the supplies loaded. I got us a fishing boat, an old trawler, but still seaworthy.”

“And you’re confident you can operate it?” As soon as the question left his lips, Eric realized this was a hell of a time to ask Leo about his sailing abilities. But better to confirm and adjust plans now than to find out when they were at sea.

Leo mumbled a sheepish, “Yes and no.”

“Can you or can’t you?” He snapped, angrier at himself for being such dope than with Leo’s lack of skill.

“It’s a smaller trawler but still needs a two-man operation to work. I’ve never been on a boat. My friend, Newt, has worked on boats of all sizes and is going to help.”

The last thing Eric wanted to hear was Leo had enlisted the help of another man. It made for an unexpected loose end. “Why didn’t you tell me you had no experience when I said get me a boat?”

“I didn’t want to lose the money you promised me. And I thought you knew how to sail. I figured all you wealthy muckety-mucks do.”

“Well, I don’t.” The idea to throw Phil overboard at sea was a last minute plan. It had come to him the same morning he snatched Phil. He hadn’t thought to ask Leo if he knew how to sail. A cursed mistake that was biting him in the butt now. “So, who is this guy? How do you know he can be trusted?”

“I’ve known him for a while. He was tossed from the last fishing job and needs the money. I told him there was ten quid in it for him. I warned him no questions, just tend to boat handling.”

“Why was he sacked from the last job?”

Leo hesitated, and then admitted, “Stealing.”

This was a pain in the bum Eric hadn’t anticipated. Newell’s body had to be dumped, and soon. He had to risk taking on Leo’s dodgy friend. Bloody hell. 

“Watch how he controls the boat while we’re at sea. You’ll have to take us up the Thames when we return. Your friend is going over the side before we have England in sight-,”

“No, why?”

“He’s a loose end I don’t need. What do you care? He’s just some lager lout mate of yours? Besides, it’s more money for you.”

“True.”

“I thought you’d see it that way. While we’re on the subject, since you know he’s a thief, keep a constant eye on him. If I lose so much as a button from my waistcoat, I’ve no problem pushing the two of you overboard,” Eric warned. It was a hollow warning. Eric couldn’t handle the boat. He needed Leo. Fortunately, Leo was too stupid to think the threat through.

Eric took out a knife he’d tucked into a sock and cut the haberdasher’s labels from Newell’s shirt and trousers. He waved Leo closer. “Get down here and give me a hand getting him in the bag.”

“Wait.” Leo dropped to his knees. He jerked one of Newell’s leather boots off. “He has good shoes. They might fit me.” Leo put Newell’s shoe against the bottom of his and then pulled the other boot off Newell’s foot. “They’re a hair too big but I can stuff them with rags.”

Eric fastened the bag’s buckles. It took three tries before Eric and Leo managed to get the unwieldy body into the wheel barrow. Leo groaned and struggled to keep his grip on the body bag. “How is it this beastly fool weighs so much? He wasn’t that large a man.”

“I added bricks I found in the alley to the bag.”

Leo stopped at the door and peered out both directions at the busy dock. “Are you sure you want to move him while it’s light and not tonight when it is dark?”

“Yes. You see how busy the docks are at this time of day. No one is going to notice two men with a canvas made for cargo loading onto a boat. At night, it would draw attention. The pubs are filled in the evening with drunken dockhands coming and going. Where’s the boat?”

“It’s a stone’s throw to the right,” Leo said, working to get a better grip on his end of the bag.

Newt was standing by at the boat, ready to help with the lifting. He didn’t look at all like Eric imagined. Short and wiry with a grey beard and a face as wrinkled as crumpled parchment, he hopped from the deck with surprising alacrity. 

Eric dropped his end of the bag. “You had your friend stand by here instead of bringing him to the factory so the two of you could carry this?”

Leo just shrugged. “I didn’t think about it.”

“Idiot. You and Newt, get this onboad.”
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Chapter Four
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London Metropolitan Police Station-Holborn district

Sergeant Kenner, the station desk officer, didn’t spare Ruddy and Archie a glance as he marched past them, irritation easily read on his face by his tight-lipped stormy expression. The two detectives had seen the same look on Kenner many times over the years. The sergeant had little patience for silly, demanding, or annoying civilians who appeared before him. 

A well-dressed, stout, middle-aged woman followed close behind him. She hurried her step to keep on Kenner’s heels. “I’ve important information to report and I’ll not waste my time telling it to a desk dolt.”

Kenner ignored her and increased his pace toward Superintendent Jameson’s office. 

The woman surveyed the detective bureau, her attention fixing on Ruddy and Archie, who sat closest to her. “Are these men detectives?” 

Ruddy and Archie both pulled a short stack of papers from the boxes on their desks and tried to look busy. The rest of the teams, who all heard her comment, followed suit. Folks who insisted on only speaking with detectives invariably wound up being a thorn in their sides. No one wanted to be the chosen team.

The sergeant knocked on Jameson’s door and waved the woman inside as soon as the superintendent gave him permission to enter. Minutes later, Kenner came out of the office first and quick marched back to the lobby. Jameson came out next, closing his door as he did.

“She didn’t come out with him,” Archie said low to Ruddy.

“Not good,” Ruddy whispered, without looking up.  

Jameson called out, “What team is up next?”

The other two teams were quick to point to Ruddy and Archie. Jameson approached and said, “The woman in my office wants to make a report with detectives and not with any, and I quote, ‘tiresome, foot-dragging uniform copper.’”

“Can’t you tell her no?” Ruddy asked, irritated at her arrogance. “Explain the policy of the department is to have the uniform officers take the initial report and detectives do the follow up.”

“No, I can’t tell her that. Before I could explain the policy, she told me I needed to know that her brother-in-law is an aide to the private secretary of a Privy Council member.”

Ruddy and Archie exchanged a look of dread. Political connections always added a disagreeable layer to a case. Sooner or later the person requesting an investigation reminded the detectives of how important they were. Neither detective had trouble shrugging off the unsolicited information but it remained teeth-grindingly annoying.

“You two are the lucky chaps who will inherit Mrs. Newell.”

“Did she offer a clue what the great crime is that concerns her?” Archie asked. 

Jameson nodded. He wasn’t the sort of man who rolled his eyes, but from his expression, Ruddy thought this moment was ripe for the showing. “She said her son is missing. She fears he’s fallen victim to crime and demands we search for him.”

“She looks in her sixties. I imagine her son is well into his thirties,” Archie said. 

Jameson nodded. “That would be my guess.”

“And she wants us to go hunting for her grown son?” Archie questioned in a voice tight with irritation. All three deeming it would be a wild goose chase. 

“So, it appears,” Jameson said, confirming the last thing Ruddy wanted him to say. 

“Let me understand this. We’re to muck about looking for him in a city of more than five million people. A city with no shortage of brothels, gambling halls, and other sundry forms of entertainment,” Ruddy countered, figuring the man was off in pursuit of pleasure. 

“Just take the report, do some kind of follow up and hopefully you will locate the sod and tell him to see his mum. I’ll send her out right away.” Jameson raised his hands in mock defense. “I know. I know. This is likely a boondoggle. I’ll send her out right away.” 

When the woman approached, Archie and Ruddy stood. Archie gestured for her to take the chair by their desks. He pulled his around so he could face her while they conducted their interview.

She wiped the chair seat off with a hanky she removed from her reticule and then sat down. She began talking before the detectives had a chance to ask her their questions. “I’m Henrietta Newell. I’m here to report my son, Phillip, missing. We live-”

“Before you go further, we have to ask and record basic personal information about both you and your son,” Archie told her. “Then we’ll discuss your son more as the superintendent informed us you worry he may be a victim of foul play.”

“Yes, which is why you must act immediately.” She slapped Ruddy’s desk emphasizing the need to act fast. “In case he is in trouble and if the worst hasn’t happened yet.” 

When they finished getting the details needed they questioned her on her son, Phillip. “Now, please start at the beginning Mrs. Newell. Why do you think he’s in danger?” Ruddy asked. 

“He hasn’t visited me in three days. When he didn’t come by after the second day, I went to his home. He wasn’t there either. I went again this morning and he is still not home. 

“His maid doesn’t live with him. She stays in a boarding house and comes to tidy his place each week. Phillip cherishes his privacy and prefers not to have live-in staff. I saw his maid to ask if he told her he’d be away. She said he hadn’t mentioned leaving London this week. Nor, did he tell her not to come. I take that as important information, a strong indication his absence is worrying. Simple common sense detectives. If he intended on going out of the city, he’d have let her know.” 

She briefly looked away and Archie peered over his glasses for a moment to share an exasperated but quiet sigh with Ruddy. From experience they both knew the last comment was the first step on the road to telling detectives how to investigate the case they brought.

Ruddy gave careful thought how to best word his questions. He and Archie could easily talk brothels or the pursuit of a prurient nature accounting for the man’s absence with his associates. To discuss the possibility with his mother was another matter.  

When Ruddy asked Mrs. Newell the question, he expected an  impatient response. If the man was off on a tryst, he was not inclined to speak of it with a servant, especially a female servant. He still had to ask in case they got an answer that surprised them.

“Does he frequent a club or clubs where women specialize in entertaining men?” Ruddy hoped she’d understand, at least superficially, the intent of his question.

Despite his care in choosing his words, he had ruffled her feathers, judging from the deep rise and fall of her chest. She busied her fingers on the clasp of her reticule, twisting it and untwisting it. 

“I’m not naïve, detective. You needn’t tiptoe around the subject. To my knowledge Phillip does not frequent bawdy houses,” she said with the conviction most mothers who are sure of the moral core they installed in their child. “Nor does he have a favorite lady. He’d have told me if such a relationship existed.”

Ruddy wanted to ask if he preferred men or boys but held the question back, not wanting to agitate Mrs. Newell further. 

Archie, who had been note keeping, looked up from his writing to ask, “While at his home did you see signs that something bad had happened? Was anything out of place or knocked over?”

“The one out of the ordinary but important thing I noticed, is Snowball’s collar was off and left on the davenport. I’m not a detective. There might’ve been other evidence but it isn’t my job to make note of such oddities. That’s your jobs.”

“Your jobs.” Another common refrain from a demanding politically connected, well-to-do civilian. Thorn in our side, Ruddy thought. “Are you speaking of a dog collar?”

“Yes, Snowball is his beloved dog and the love of his life. Philly loves her nearly as much as he does me, maybe more,” she added with the ghost of a smile.

“Maybe he took it off to give her a bath or to adjust the sizing,” Archie suggested.

“He doesn’t remove her collar to bathe her. He has a man that comes to the house and washes her. He makes her fur look like new fallen snow. Thus her name, Snowball.”

She suddenly stood. “This conversation is like a dog chasing its tail and leading us nowhere near to solving the mystery of my son’s disappearance. As I said, I am not a detective. There might be good evidence at the house that I missed due to my lack of training. You two need to get your derrieres out of those chairs and come with me to the house. See for yourselves. You heard me. Get up.”

“Mrs. Newell, we will conduct an investigation, if your son’s disappearance warrants one. We will do it in our own way and time. We don’t take orders from you,” Ruddy said a fraction short of snapping at her. “We’d be happy to go to his home with you, which we would’ve done as the first step in our investigation.”

“Good. My carriage is waiting,” Mrs. Newell said, ignoring Ruddy’s rebuke.

They put on their coats and signed out on the blackboard to the address Mrs. Newell gave for her son’s home.

**** 
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MRS. NEWELL UNLOCKED the door to her son’s home and accompanied Ruddy and Archie inside. “I haven’t touched a thing, detectives. I knew you’d ask if I moved or removed any items. All you see is how I found the house.”

Without searching yet, nothing stood out to Ruddy as unusual. He did see a brush with bristles thick with white hair lying in the corner crevice of the sofa. On an end table next were several framed photographs.

Ruddy went over to look. Mrs. Newell followed him. One was a picture of a man standing behind a seated woman with a toddler on her lap and a boy about six next to her. 

“That’s my son, Daniel, and his family. He’s Phillip’s older brother.”

“Have you asked him if he’s seen Phillip in the last few days?” Ruddy asked. 

She huffed and stared up at Ruddy like Lewis Carroll’s Red Queen considering taking his head off. “I am not a ninny, Detective Bloodstone. Of course I asked him. He hasn’t seen Phillip.”

Another photograph showed Mrs. Newell seated in what Ruddy assumed was her parlor based on the different furniture. He pointed to a third photograph of a man down on one knee, smiling broadly and hugging the biggest white dog Ruddy had ever seen. The biggest dog of any color coat he’d ever seen. 

“Is this Phillip?” Ruddy had to ask despite it appeared obvious based on what his mother had told them about his love of the dog.

“Yes. You can see how he adores Snowball.” 

Archie joined them, holding the collar. “I found this on the sofa.”

“I put it there. I found it on the floor in front of that chair,” Mrs. Newell pointed to a brown club chair. 

“The buckle has been snapped.” Archie asked Mrs. Newell, “It’s pretty large, what breed of dog is this?”

“Phillip called her a Pyrenean Mountain Dog. He acquired her while on a short holiday in the south of France a few years ago.”

“A brush was left on the sofa. You say he’s meticulous about Snowball and her care. Maybe he took her with him wherever he’s gone, rather than leaving her alone in the house,” Ruddy said. 

Mrs. Newell grabbed a handful of Ruddy’s jacket. He hadn’t expected the tight clasp. Another time he’d pull away but her cheeks had flushed bright pink as her anxiety grew. Ruddy let her hold onto him, hoping that connection might help keep her fear from worsening. 

“Turn around and look.” She tugged on Ruddy’s sleeve to redirect his attention. “My son keeps her lead on that hook by the door. As you can see, it is still here. He never takes her out without her lead. He won’t risk the chance she might chase after a squirrel or such and get struck by a carriage.”

“Mrs. Newell, you’re asking us to base an investigation on your adult son not being at home and a missing dog. The collar, even though the buckle is broken, and the leash are here. There’s no other evidence that something nefarious has occurred,” Ruddy explained. 

“I’m not asking you to base an investigation on Snowball’s absence. I’m asking you look into my concern based on a mother’s instinct and knowledge about her son. Doesn’t your mother have an instinct about her children? I’ll wager she does.”

“She used to have an instinct about when my brothers and I were into mischief and spankings were in order.” Ruddy hoped the light-hearted response might ease Mrs. Newell’s unbending belief her instinct was infallible. 

That hope failed when it occurred to Ruddy his answer was only partially true. In fact, his father told him his mother knew the day he’d been badly injured. His father said, she suddenly gasped and quickly sat in a nearby chair. “Our Rudyard is hurt. I can feel him fighting for life.”

As it turned out, it was the day of the battle at Rorke’s Drift hospital station years ago. Four-thousand Zulu impi attacked the station. Little more than one-hundred-thirty soldiers were recovering at the hospital when the attack occurred. Every man who could manage to walk, kneel, or lean took a position at the barricades. An impi climbed the mealy bag barricade and lunged for Ruddy. The blow struck his neck. The warrior’s spear missed the artery by less than an inch.

Somehow his mother knew. 

“Trust me, detective, a mother’s connection with her children is the most powerful one on earth.” She turned to Archie. “Do you not agree?”

Archie nodded. “Very often, yes. Let’s continue our search of the rest of the rooms to see if anything is amiss.” 

“Thank you.” Mrs. Newell led the way.

Nothing appeared out of the ordinary in the rest of the house. They’d gone through the library once, which Mrs. Newell said her son used as an office as well, but both Ruddy and Archie wanted another look around. 

“The home’s office generally contains useful information about the owner both personal and business,” Ruddy told her. “It’s worth a second going over.”

Mrs. Newell followed them but stayed in the doorway while they went about searching. 

The desk in the library had a photo of Newell’s dog wearing a black tuxedo tie and a black beret. “I wonder how he managed to keep that hat on his dog long enough to take a photo,” Ruddy said, pointing out the photograph to Archie. “Winky is a wiggle worm. Mrs. Goodge tried to put a bonnet she knitted with bunny ears on him this past Easter. He wasn’t having it. He shook it off and ran off with the cap in his mouth. I found the chewed bonnet by the coal chute. He displayed no shame when I told him what a bad boy he was.”

“Well...you aren’t exactly a sterling disciplinarian,” Archie said. 

A ledger with blank cheques lay open on the desk. On the top was the receipt copy for presumably the latest one. But the information on whom it was written to and the amount was missing. Ruddy ran his finger over the front of the receipt copy of the previous cheque written. A wood pen with ornate designs in pewter on the end cap and nib lay in the crevice of the ledger. Out of curiosity he thought if Newell had pressed hard enough, there might be an impression on the cheque after the blank. The person he wrote the most recent one to could prove useful to interview, if Newell was in fact, missing. Ruddy searched the desk for a pencil he could use for a light rubbing. Newell had an engraved holder on the desk with only pens. 

Mrs. Newell watched them go through her son’s office from the door. 

Ruddy and Archie moved to the side table with more photos. In one, Newell was playing cards. The men at the table with him smiled at the camera. It looked like it had been taken at a gentlemen’s club. The second photo showed Newell in a velvet smoking jacket, sitting in the chair by the table, a cognac by his side. In the chair on the other side of the table sat another man, in shirt sleeves, smoking a cigar with a snifter on the table by him. The third showed Newell holding skis with his arm around another man holding skis, grinning at the camera. 

“Do you know who any of the men in these photographs are?” Ruddy asked Mrs. Newell. 

“Yes and no. All of them went to Harrow and Cambridge with Phillip. I knew them better when they were younger. I haven’t seen much of them the last several years. I don’t recognize the men at the card table.” She pointed to the man on the ski slope and then the man smoking the cigar. “These two are brothers, August and Sterling Garrison. August is the one in the parlor picture. Sterling is the ski friend. He and his brother are friends of Phillip’s but also business partners.”

Archie began searching the rest of the desk. “I found his journal.” He held up a black leather book. “Their names and addresses are in here,” he said, turning the pages. 
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