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​​Clues of a Dark Path
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“My error. And it was a big one and a great lesson for me to learn...was not keeping my eyes open when my ears deceived me, and my ears open when I could not see.”

—Doctor Watson
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Death Stalks the Streets

[image: ]




“From what I remember of the story it was something like this,” Captain Nemo began to recall.

“There was the sound of thunder.

Lightning flashes.

Silence.”

“Why?” Samuel demanded.

“Shut up, Mister Clemens and let me tell this tale the best I can.”

“I can do better than that,” Samuel complained. “It was raining tigers and bears roaring and a scratching at each other’s eyes while the local sheriff shot his big toe off in shit-kicking fear.”

“Mister Clemens! Your language is not appreciated here!”

“All right. All right. I’ll shut up!”

Captain Nemo smiled triumphantly, while Samuel clutched at his cigar, contemplating sending the whole tube down to the bottom of the briny deep just for one puff of his favorite cigar.

“It was Old London,” Captain Nemo began.
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​Old London Street
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“The scream of a Banshee, perched on a church steeple.

“The howl of a wolf that walked on two feet.

“The shrill call of a demon that makes his way through dark alleyways seeking out meat for his meals and his dark desires.

“The haunting of good people, not alert enough to avoid the darkening streets of Old London. Streets, which should be using the newer Tesla lamp. Which safeguard the masses from the predations of the monsters that now roam increasingly freely in the Dark Old London.

“But no, there are always some foolish enough to venture where wise men never tread, or if so, very, very carefully,” Captain Nemo droned on.

“Ah-choo!”

Captain Nemo scowled at Samuel.

Samuel wiped his nose, then blew it into a loud red handkerchief. “Sorry, I’m allergic to bad stories.”
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​Squire Donner in Old London
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Choices are what make a man who he is, and that night Squire Donner made more than one bad choice. And his worst was to not take the better lit and more protected path.

He was in hurry to his home that night from a late meeting. One that he had no idea would run so late. He had scored a massive victory for his business fortune, which if allowed to complete its course could ensure his rise to power in service of the Queen, and eventually, with enough manipulations, even be granted a Lordship.

Hyde Street was ill lit as usual and he cursed himself for not avoiding it in the first place, both coming and going, for it had its rumors of death and dying, and of monsters seen and unseen to this day, even since the removal of the dread Hyde by Captain Nemo and the Brotherhood of Baker Street.

No man or woman, for that matter, believed that Dark Old London was a safe place to be at night, especially in the more darkly lit portions where the foulest of creatures waited for the careless traveler...on in Squire Donner’s case, in a hurry.

Monsters roamed all the alleyways all the time these days. Even Inspector Bloodstone feared to put his men out alone to help the citizens for fear they would be brought down by the invisible forces of darkness that had been gathering to battle and bring down London and its peoples.

"Curse this blasted darkness." Squire Donner said as he urged his horse to pull faster the carriage he sat upon. He had not meant to dismiss his driver, but the man's wife had been noted to be in labor and he could no longer keep him from his true duties as a husband and had let him go as an act of kindness and trust, as the hour grew late. For a good mother without a husband was like a horse without a bridal. Rider-less.

He shivered suddenly at a sudden wave of cold that swept from the alley he had just passed, and hunched over, drawing his jacket and shawl tighter about his throat, as if that would ward off any evil that might be seeking him at that moment.

Some of us believe we might be able to find a million pounds of gold waiting for us in a pot somewhere at the end of a rainbow too. But his luck was not such.

The shriek from behind him caused every hair on his body to rise to its tallest point. He hurried up, and then broke into a run as the shriek became a deep howl of frustration and anger. He heard uncovered claws scratching the pavement behind him and soon felt a fetid breath blowing across his shoulders, overwhelming him with a fetid smell as of raw flesh freshly doused in urine.

Every muscle in his body aching, screaming for mercy from the brutal beating he was giving them, pushed, and shoved at his consciousness, threatening to give up and take him down, to remain there to be raked and torn by whatever beast pursued him.

Exhausted, his lung raw and burning, he managed to reach the next block. There he saw the Good Pub across the street. The owner, Jeb Davis, was just shuttering its windows. He made a dash for the Good Pub. 

"Jeb!" He cried out.

“Squire Donner, bit late for drinks, I’m afraid...” Jeb replied, twisting about to give Squire Donner a friendly smile. But when he finished his turn, his eyes went wide, and he screamed. “Good God in Heaven!”

He ran for the front door, which had been left half open, Squire Donner hot on his feels. Both men made it as far as the doorway, then something reached out and both men were plucked from safety and vanished into the night, never to be heard of again.

Rumors abounded about what had happened to them, but the truth was neither made it home that night. Neither were seen ever again in the light or dark of day and night.

They had both been snatched by a creature from the darkest parts of hell. It had grabbed them both by their throats and lifted them so high off the ground, their feet could not touch it. To someone else the pub, the men might have seemed to be levitating upwards, suddenly deprived of gravity and voice because of the wonder of their flight.

That would have been a lie. Neither man could speak. Neither man could beg for mercy. They could barely breathe.

What held them had not the slightest measure of mercy beating within its savage breast, nor in its philosophy.

It loosened its grip slightly so it could listen to the music of their scream.

Then satisfied with its cruelty, it clutched their throats so tight their necks snapped.

​
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Her Majesty’s Herald
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A Herald of Her Majesty, the Good Queen Mary of Scots, urged his steed to hurry along the cobbled streets, its hooves making a loud clattering sound as they pounded the stone in a practiced cadence. The night received the sounds and the walls about the man and steed echoed them, as if they were performing in a grand hall with magnificent acoustics.

He didn’t slow when the portal of Castle Dark loomed ahead, its guards straightening in alarm, thrust spears and swords to stay him, until they saw his colors.

“For the Queen!” 

The guards lowered their spears and stepped aside so he could pass. He urged his steed through into the proper courtyard of Castle Dark, where the Queen was staying. She had deferred from staying in her castle proper in favor of the attention of one of the most popular and famous Lords of the Realm, and one of the most despised and suspicious of them, as he was rumored to be in League with the Dark Druids. 

Some Lords whispered she was doing so to please and placate him; still others that she wanted to keep an eye on him; and many others could put no finger on her intentions at all. She had ever been the rogue, when it came to leading the country and few favored her with less than full trust in her decisions.

For which she thanked them by staying true to the mark: making her nation and city stronger and safer, more prosperous, and kindlier.

The Herald flung himself to the flat stone courtyard, prepared to speak with Her Majesty, when his mount screamed in terror the same time as the sound of two men in terrible pain, cried out and then faded as their lives fled this world to the next.

He caught the reins of his mount and steadied her, listening for further outcries, but heard nothing, though later he would swear he saw something so massive and frightening that it caught his very soul in the grip of fear as it leaped from the street behind him to the top of the nearest building on his right. 

It stopped to look back a moment, two large bundles held in its right and left fists, and its malevolent eyes caught that of the Herald. He began praying to God with all the fervor of a dying man, for that was what he felt himself about to become.

The monstrosity raised its massive face to the foggy skies above and the few brave stars thrust through the fog, the Herald could have sworn fled as the beast let out a howl that froze his blood and caused his heart to stop.

He gasped for air, fighting his senses to remain conscious. The sound, combined with the features of the creature were almost too much for him to bear. Even his mount was frozen in horror at that moment, its eyes, like his own, huge, and round as two small moons.

The creature leaped, its massive shape falling like death incarnate towards the Herald and his horse below.
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​Good Queen Mary of Scots
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But that was unimportant. What was there was the purpose of Good Queen Mary of Scots visit. Her true purpose. Which she veiled beneath layers of makeup and good, cheerful words as her eyes took in every nook and cranny of the Castle's interior, looking for hints of malice and darkness that she might be able to use in her search for the truth. And that purpose had been hinged on important news which she had been told a specific Herald would bring to her...dead or alive!

Little did she know that his demise had just occurred as she considered her plight within the vast castle chambers. Though for the briefest of moments she felt the dying thoughts of the Herald. A young man she had raised from poverty to become one of most trusted riders.

Normally, she would seek out someone like Sherlock or even Challenger at times to do this kind of work, but she feared their more sharp and abrupt nature might upset the Lord Dark into betraying his true course of actions sooner than she was prepared to move upon. 

On the other hand, she had a nasty streak of stubbornness and the needs to be an adventurer she had not lost since her earlier days with Challenger, when both had risked their lives for so much less, but such that was so much more exciting.

As to Holmes and Watson, they might be Heralds of truth. That they might be. Yet, also harbingers of death should they confront the right person at the wrong time. Or the wrong at the right!

This case was as dangerous as walking the edge of a hangman’s axe blade. Deadly!

Hence, she held back her royal hounds...as she liked to visualize them at times when in an amused mood...in favor of a simpler investigation to see what was of merit to pursue further. 

Maybe that was her first or even her second mistake. It could even be her last. That remains to be seen.
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​New London
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Holmes was new to this London...having very recently fled his dying world for this one, where once again he had a loving Watson at his side. It was tough at times to look at the man’s face, which would bring back the sense of loss and pain he suffered still from seeing the death of his own dear and loyal Watson from the world he fled.

This London, while similar in many ways, had more of steam science than his own and magic that was much more common and much more deadly.

It was both a new London and a deadly one at times.

He had never seen such a frivolity of purposes in his entire life. His more rural upbringing in his father's cottage, which dwelled in a small village several dozens of miles from the bustling life of the city, never came close to the more perverse and sometimes deeply exciting mysteries of the metropolis that was London. Even the old London from his original world had nothing on this one when it came to the foibles of man and woman.

But now, he was excited, the idea of seeing the Good Queen Mary of Scots was truly something to look forward to, not because of her power or station, but because it allowed him to see and hear a woman who was like his own mother...proud, stern where necessary and capable of whipping the pants of any man brave enough to try her patience.

He winced in memory of the times he had trifled with her moods and been heartily rewarded with a burning bottom that required loving cool waters to reduce its swelling and pain.

Also given by her.

She was stern at times; but never held it against him longer than it took to correct his oftentimes careless behavior as a child.

Most would think that young Sherlock would have been the gentleman of gentlemen, but he was far from it. He was as likely to put a frog in a proprietor’s pants and laugh his head off, as take a good woman’s fresh pie and distribute it sweet substance to all the poor kids of his neighborhood.

He was both kind and courageous; bold and wickedly teasing when it came to such moments. Over time he had matured, lost his stubborn streak...except when it came to solving a crime...and learned to be more careful of the feelings of others.

His father was the only man who could dodge his mother’s oftentimes unexpected punches to his shoulder and deftly step out of the way of the next.

“It’s called side stepping, son,” he had told young Sherlock, who had watched such a match just minutes earlier until the stove gave off burning smells and his mother had run off screaming angrily at having been diverted from her purpose in the kitchen.

His father took him outside and showed him a third of the pie he had snuck away. “Don’t let her know I did this; it’ll be the death of me.”

They had gone to their favorite hill and eaten in silence, Holmes at the bravery of his father. His father wondering how he would be able to sleep that night on the floor once he returned.
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