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Looking back to my time as a little girl, growing up in a tiny village in the foothills leading to the Mont St Victoire, I realise that the darkness keeping me such imaginative company in the present was no less vibrant in my unformed past; a darkness, I firmly believe, brought about by the advanced reading age that led me (when I could access them at such an age) to those titles of a more adult nature. 

Not pornographic, I hasten to add as, without being judgmental, such material is of little or no interest to me.

No, my adolescent interest was piqued by titles from writers as diverse as Dumas and Hugo to Rachilde and Pierre Louys; each of whom could be guaranteed – if only in miniature in the case of the former duo – to populate their tales with a strong female character – characters such as “Milady” in the case of Dumas Pere and his Three Musketeers, together with La Marquise de Sade from the pen of the precocious Rachilde.

Thus was my interest in reading stories with a strong commanding heroine born and, those stories being few and far between, my re-imagining of many such tales from a female-led, so to speak, perspective. A tinkering for my own pleasure that has led to the pleasure of friends (yes, I do have them and this darkness I here give air to is but a necessary correlative to the decency I find imperative in my day-to-day life) and, now, and hopefully, to the pleasure of a wider range of readers with a passion for stories of strong, commanding and dominating, women who enjoy nothing more than to rule the lives of those men who fall into their toils.

Hence my revisiting of these classic tales from the masters of antiquity; as it is my view that when we domesticate the imagination we lose the joy of life.

But having said that, it must also be said that sometimes our more private thoughts should not see the light of the world in which we live and must remain either written or perceived.

It is nature’s consolation that we can, at least, imagine those desires upon which we cannot and should not act.

This must be enough.

Sandrine Bessancort

Honfleur

2012
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To Sherlock Holmes she is always the woman. 

I have seldom heard him mention her under any other name on those extremely rare occasions that he mentions her at all; despite the fact her photograph occupies a position of prominence in his room as, he says, a reminder and a warning to him. 

In all of my experience with this deeply private man whose life, nonetheless, was spent in the public eye, she is the only woman ever to have thrown a light on the hitherto unknown – not to mention unsuspected – sexual life he had kept, and keeps, so securely under wraps. For in his eyes, and though he does not say it, I know that she eclipses and predominates the whole of her sex. The reserve and emotional rigidity my friend presents to the world, the same reticence I have remarked upon many times in these journals, could no more withstand a cerebral appeal that was at least a match for that which she possessed on a physical level than the most venal of pickpockets could resist the sight of a bulging billfold hanging precariously from the jacket pocket of an inebriated reveller. 

A clumsy metaphor, you might think, but the only one that seems apt to me at this time.

But then, perhaps, it might seem clumsy only to those who had not experienced the fascination of the woman in question up close – and especially to those whose emotional fundament makes them impervious to all woman-kind other than the unchallenging and biddable examples who seek to rule their men by means of an appeal to male self-regard and personal comfort rather than a full on assault made from the confidence of female superiority. 

A confidence that exists still, despite the best attempts of man to either eradicate or suppress the belief. What I can say with certainty is that, even given my recently changed status of bachelor to husband, there was that about the woman and her feminine perfection of form something that acted upon the male in such a way as to make all his senses the slave of but one.

The desire to possess her. 

As it is not, at least during the lifetime of either myself or my good wife, Mary, my intention to publish this factual version of a story I shall release to the public in a more Bowdlerized form in the coming weeks, I am at liberty to describe words, thought and actions of a more... purple... nature and free to make observations on my own sexual thoughts and actions as well as those of others without fear of injuring those closest or even reasonably familiar to me.

More specifically, this is done to protect the deserved reputation of my valued friend.

That friend being the, heretofore, emotional curmudgeon, Mr Sherlock Holmes, whose subjugation beneath the heel of a woman was not something I had so much as imagined up until the advent of the woman” into our lives; let alone believed possible in such a humiliating...

Forgive me. I rush ahead with my tale too quickly and for this you must accept my apologies, together with the excuse that too great a reflection upon the woman in question is not conducive to the structured relating of considered facts.   

So, before I allow recall of her to scramble the senses necessary to compose these words with any facility likely to make them readable, I must make an effort not to mislead you into thinking the heretofore unthinkable passion of Holmes for the woman was in any way an emotion akin to that of love. 

At least not of that kind the more romantic amongst us – of which I consider myself justly labelled -  might describe in such a way. 

All emotions to that precise and analytical outlook, and that one particularly, were abhorrent to his cold and prescient, if admirably balanced, mind, and he remained, as I have always maintained, the most perfect reasoning and observing machine that the world has seen.

But as a lover?

My lord, no!

Had Sherlock Holmes ever been so misadvised as to present himself in such a light, he would have placed himself in a false position and, no doubt with this personal lack in mind, he never spoke of the softer passions save with a gibe and a sneer. To him, the shackles imposed upon the male senses by an hour-glass figure, conical breasts and a well-turned ankle, amongst other female seductions, were nothing except yet more reasons to find his fellow man laughable. In fact, I would go as far as to say that the reactions of a male to a female were sources of never-ending amusement and diversion for him.

They were, these reactions, admirable things for the observer, he considered, and excellent for drawing the veil from men's motives and actions. But for the trained reasoner such as he to admit such intrusions into his own delicate and finely adjusted temperament was to introduce a distracting factor which might throw a doubt upon all his mental results. Grit in a sensitive instrument, or a crack in one of his own high-power lenses, he would not find more disturbing than a strong emotion in the stoic nature he had cultivated that he may view life’s puzzles with as much clear-sightedness as it was possible for one man to possess. 

And yet, for all this high and sober-minded distaste there was this one woman who found her way past his natural and not inconsiderable defences.

Doing so in such a way that my friend, though his natural parsimony in matters concerning his own soul would prevent him ever admitting as much, would be emotionally marked forever.

And the name of this woman able to contrive such an impossibility?

That woman was the late Irene Adler.

A latter day Amazon of both physical and intellectual resemblance who was, just the same, of dubious and, as I have already confessed, fascinating, if debauched and depraved, memory.

A woman who crossed our paths at a time when, for personal reasons, I had been seeing little of Holmes. 

My marriage had drifted us away from each other. I had, I confess, allowed my own complete happiness, and the home-centred interests which rise up around the man who first finds himself master of his own establishment, to absorb all my attention. While Holmes, who loathed every form of society with his whole Bohemian soul, remained in our lodgings in Baker Street, buried among his books, and alternating week to week between cocaine and intellectual curiosity, the drowsiness of the drug and the fierce energy of his own keen nature. 

He was still, as ever, deeply attracted by the study of crime, and occupied his immense faculties and extraordinary powers of observation in following out those clues, and clearing up those mysteries which had been abandoned as hopeless by the official police. From time to time I heard some vague account of his doings; of his summons to Odessa in the case of the Trepoff murder, of his clearing up of the singular tragedy of the Atkinson brothers at Trincomalee, and finally of the mission which he had accomplished so delicately and successfully for the reigning family of Holland. Beyond these signs of his activity, however, which I merely shared with all the readers of the daily press, I knew little of my former friend and companion.

It was though, about to change.

And, as those following the journals I have kept of our adventures will be telling themselves as they read this latest, in a most astounding way

One night - it was on the 20th of March, 1888 - I was returning from a journey to a patient (for I had now returned to civil practice), when my way led me through Baker Street. 

As I passed the well-remembered door, which must always be associated in my mind with the first introduction and the subsequent wooing of my darling wife, and with the dark incidents of the Study in Scarlet, I was seized with a keen desire to see Holmes again. 

To know how he was employing his extraordinary powers. 

His rooms were brilliantly lighted, and even as I looked up, I saw his tall, spare figure pass twice in a dark silhouette against the blind. He was pacing the room swiftly, eagerly, with his head sunk upon his chest, and his hands clasped behind him. 

To me, who knew his every mood and habit, his attitude and manner told their own story. 

He was at work again and had risen out of his drug-created dreams, hot upon the scent of some new problem. 

Eagerly, something of my own suppressed dissatisfaction for not having been a part of this amazing man’s life for even so short a length of time surfacing, I rang the bell to be greeted warmly by Mrs Hudson and shown up to the chamber which had formerly been in part my own.

His manner was not effusive. 

But then, and before you leap to the conclusion of a falling out of some sort between us, it seldom was.

He was glad though, I think, to see me and, with hardly a word spoken, but with a kindly eye, he waved me to an armchair, threw across his case of cigars, and indicated a spirit case and a gasogene in the corner. Then he stood before the fire, and looked me over in his singular introspective fashion.

“Wedlock suits you,” he remarked. “I think Watson, that you have put on seven and a half pounds since I saw you.”

“Seven,” I answered.

“Indeed, I should have thought a little more. Just a trifle more, I fancy, Watson, and you may wish to visit the scales once again upon your return to the marital hearth.”

I had, of course, not forgotten how truly maddening his self-assurance could be and it was this recall that prevented a sharp reply on the subject of this extra ounce – for I admit now how sensitive I had become on the subject of my ever-fluctuating weight.

“And in practice again, I observe. You did not tell me that you intended to go into harness.”

“Then how do you know?”

“I see it, I deduce it. How do I know that you have been getting yourself very wet lately, and that you have a most clumsy and careless servant girl?”

“My dear Holmes,” said I, “this is too much. You would certainly have been burned had you lived a few centuries ago. It is true that I had a country walk on Thursday and came home in a dreadful mess; but as I have changed my clothes, I can't imagine how you deduce it.”

He looked amused but said nothing enlightening upon the subject.

“As to Louise, she is incorrigible, and my wife has given her notice; but there again I fail to see how you work it out.”

He chuckled to himself and rubbed his long nervous hands together.

“It is simplicity itself,” said he, “my eyes tell me that on the inside of your left shoe, just where the firelight strikes it, the leather is scored by six almost parallel cuts. Obviously they have been caused by someone who has very carelessly scraped round the edges of the sole in order to remove crusted mud from it. Hence, you see, my double deduction that you had been out in vile weather, and that you had a particularly malignant boot-slicking specimen of the London slavey.”

“Hmmm.”

“As to your practice, if a gentleman walks into my rooms, smelling of iodoform, with a black mark of nitrate of silver upon his right forefinger, and a bulge on the side of his top hat to show where he has secreted his stethoscope, I must be dull indeed if I do not pronounce him to be an active member of the medical profession.”

I could not help laughing at the ease with which he explained the process. 

“When I hear you give your reasons,” I remarked, “the thing always appears to me so ridiculously simple that I could easily do it myself, though at each successive instance of your reasoning I am baffled, until you explain your process. And yet, I believe that my eyes are as good as yours.”

“Quite so,” he answered, lighting a cigarette, and throwing himself into an armchair. “You see, but do not observe. The distinction is clear. For example, you have frequently seen the steps which lead up from the hall to this room, have you not?”

“Frequently.”

“How often?”

“Well, some hundreds of times.”

“Then how many are there?”

“How many? I don't know.”

“Quite so! You have not observed. And yet you have seen. That is just my point. Now, I know there are seventeen steps, because I have both seen and observed. By the way, since you are interested in these little problems, and since you are good enough to chronicle one or two of my trifling experiences, you may be interested in this.” 

He threw over a sheet of thick pink-tinted note paper which had been lying open upon the table. 

“It came by the last post,” said he. “Read it aloud.”

The note was undated, and without either signature or address.

“There will call upon you to-night, at a quarter to eight o'clock,” it said, “a gentleman who desires to consult you upon a matter of the very deepest moment. Your recent services to one of the royal houses of Europe have shown that you are one who may safely be trusted with matters which are of an importance which can hardly be exaggerated. This account of you we have from all quarters received. Be in your chamber, then, at that hour, and do not take it amiss if your visitor wears a mask.”

“This is indeed a mystery,” I remarked. “What do you imagine that it means?”

“I have no data yet. It is a capital mistake to theorize before one has data. Insensibly one begins to twist facts to suit theories, instead of theories to suit facts. But the note itself - what do you deduce from it?”

I carefully examined the writing, and the paper upon which it was written.

“The man who wrote it was presumably well to do,” I remarked, endeavouring to imitate my companion's processes. “Such paper could not be bought under half a crown a packet. It is peculiarly strong and stiff.”

“Peculiar—that is the very word,” said Holmes. “It is not an English paper at all. Hold it up to the light.”

I did so, and saw a large E with a small g, a P and a large G with a small t woven into the texture of the paper.

“What do you make of that?” asked Holmes.

“The name of the maker, no doubt; or his monogram, rather.”

“Not all. The G with the small t stands for 'Gesellschaft,' which is the German for 'Company.' It is a customary contraction like our 'Co.' P, of course, stands for 'Papier.' Now for the Eg. Let us glance at our 'Continental Gazetteer.'“ He took down a heavy brown volume from his shelves. “Eglow, Eglonitz—here we are, Egria. It is in a German-speaking country—in Bohemia, not far from Carlsbad. 'Remarkable as being the scene of the death of Wallenstein, and for its numerous glass factories and paper mills.' Ha! ha! my boy, what do you make of that?” His eyes sparkled, and he sent up a great blue triumphant cloud from his cigarette.

“The paper was made in Bohemia,” I said.

“Precisely. And the man who wrote the note is a German. Do you note the peculiar construction of the sentence: 'This account of you we have from all quarters received'?”

“Why not French? Russian, even.”

He shook his head gravely at my suggestion:

“A Frenchman or Russian could not have written that. It is only our friends from the lower Rhine who are so discourteous to their verbs. All that remains, therefore, is to discover what is wanted by this German who writes upon Bohemian paper, and prefers wearing a mask to showing his face that we may recognise it.”

“Either that or nature did not see fit to bless him facially.”

I laughed at my little attempt at humour and soon desisted when not a flicker of mirth disturbed my, admittedly dry, friend’s features.

“And here he comes,” said that friend, “if I am not mistaken. To resolve all our doubts... Even those of a more frivolous kind.”

As he spoke and I sat, chastised for my stab at levity, there was the sharp sound of horses' hoofs and grating wheels against the curb, followed by a sharp pull at the bell. 

“A pair, by the sound,” said he. “Yes,” he continued, glancing out of the window. “A nice little brougham and a pair of beauties. A hundred and fifty guineas apiece. There's money in this case, Watson, if there is nothing else.”

“I think I had better go, Holmes.”

“Not a bit, doctor. Stay where you are. I am lost without my Boswell. And this promises to be interesting. It would be a pity to miss it.”

“But your client—”

“Never mind him. I may want your help, and so may he. Here he comes. Sit down in that armchair, doctor, and give us your best attention.”

A slow and heavy step, which had been heard upon the stairs and in the passage, paused immediately outside the door. Then there was a loud and authoritative tap.

“Come in!” said Holmes.

A man entered who could hardly have been less than six feet six inches in height, with the chest and limbs of a Hercules. 

His dress was bold with a richness which would, in England, be looked upon as akin to bad taste: heavy bands of astrakhan were slashed across the sleeves and front of his double-breasted coat, while the deep blue cloak which was thrown over his shoulders was lined with flame-coloured silk, and secured at the neck with a brooch which consisted of a single flaming beryl. 

Boots which extended halfway up his calves, and which were trimmed at the tops with rich brown fur, completed the impression of barbaric opulence which was suggested by his whole appearance. 

He carried a broad-brimmed hat in his hand, while he wore across the upper part of his face, extending down past the cheek-bones, a black visor by way of a mask, which he had apparently adjusted that very moment, for his hand was still raised to it as he entered. From the lower part of the face he appeared to be a man of strong character, with a thick, hanging lip, and a long, straight chin, suggestive of resolution pushed to the length of obstinacy.

“You had my note?” he asked, with a deep, harsh voice and a strongly marked German accent. “I told you that I would call.” He looked from one to the other of us, as if uncertain which to address.

“Pray take a seat,” said Holmes. “This is my friend and colleague, Doctor Watson, who is occasionally good enough to help me in my cases. Whom have I the honour to address?”

“You may address me as the Count von Kramm, a Bohemian nobleman. I understand that this gentleman, your friend, is a man of honour and discretion, whom I may trust with a matter of the most extreme importance. If not I should much prefer to communicate with you alone.”

I rose to go, but Holmes caught my arm and pushed me back into my chair. 

“It is both, or none,” said he, never one for forelock-tugging in the presence of the, so-called, good and great. “I know from experience the honour, loyalty and discretion I may expect from the good doctor here, while your credentials in that area I must, for the moment, take on trust - good fortune of birth or not.”

I fancied I pictured a thundercloud beneath the visor.

“You may say,” Holmes told him in a way that left no room to doubt his sincerity, “anything before this gentleman that you would say to me or, failing that, say nothing at all.”

The Count shrugged his broad shoulders. 

“Then I must begin,” said he, “by binding you both to absolute secrecy for two years; at the end of that time the matter will be of no importance. At present it is not too much to say that it is of such weight that it may have an influence upon European history.”

“You may consider me so binded,” said Holmes.

“And I.”

The Count nodded

“You will excuse this mask,” continued our strange visitor. “The august person who employs me wishes his agent to be unknown to you, and I may confess at once that the title by which I have just called myself is not exactly my own.”

“I was aware of it,” said Holmes, dryly.

“The circumstances are of great delicacy, and every precaution has to be taken to quench what might grow to be an immense scandal, and seriously compromise one of the reigning families of Europe. To speak plainly, the matter implicates the great House of Ormstein, hereditary kings of Bohemia.”

“I was also aware of that,” murmured Holmes, settling himself down in his armchair, and closing his eyes.

Our visitor glanced with some surprise at the languid figure of the man who had, no doubt, depicted to him as the most incisive reasoner and energetic agent in Europe as Holmes reopened his eyes and returned his stare.

“If your majesty would condescend to state your case,” he remarked, “I should be better able to advise you.”

The man sprung from his chair, and paced up and down the room in uncontrollable agitation. Then, with a gesture of desperation, he tore the mask from his face and hurled it upon the ground.

“You are right,” he cried, “I am the king. Why should I attempt to conceal it?”

“Why, indeed?” murmured Holmes. “Your majesty had not spoken before I was aware that I was addressing Wilhelm Gottsreich Sigismond von Ormstein, Grand Duke of Cassel-Felstein, and hereditary King of Bohemia.”

“But you can understand,” said our well-born visitor, sitting down once more and passing his hand over his high, white and, contrary to my humorous observation of earlier, handsome forehead, “you can understand that I am not accustomed to doing such business in my own person. Yet the matter was so delicate that I could not confide it to an agent without putting myself in his power. I have come incognito from Prague for the purpose of consulting you.”

He paused, obviously in a state of some regal consternation.

“Then, pray consult,” said Holmes at last, shutting his eyes once more.

“The facts are briefly these: Some five years ago, during a lengthy visit to Warsaw, I made the acquaintance of a woman known as Irene Adler. The name is no doubt familiar to you.”

Holmes nodded and then turned to me:

“Kindly look her up in my index, doctor,” he murmured without opening his eyes. For many years he had adopted a system for docketing all paragraphs concerning men and things, so that it was difficult to name a subject or a person on which he could not at once furnish information. In this case I found her biography sandwiched in between that of a Hebrew rabbi and that of a staff commander who had written a monograph upon the deep-sea fishes.

“Let me see!” said Holmes.

He scanned the information swiftly. 

“Hum! Born in New Jersey in the year 1858. Contralto—hum! La Scala—hum! Prima donna Imperial Opera of Warsaw—yes! Retired from operatic stage—ha! Living in London—quite so! Your majesty, as I understand, became entangled with this young person, wrote her some compromising letters, and is now desirous of getting those letters back.”

“Precisely so. But how could you possibly...?”

“Was there a secret marriage?”

“None.”

“No legal papers or certificates?”

“None.”

“Then I fail to follow your majesty. If this young person should produce her letters for blackmailing or other purposes, how is she to prove their authenticity?”

“There is the writing.”

“Pooh-pooh! Forgery.”

“My private note paper.”

“Stolen.”

“My own seal.”

“Imitated.”

“My photograph.”

“Bought.”

“We were both in the photograph.”

“Oh, dear! That is very bad. Your majesty has indeed committed an indiscretion.”

“I was mad... Insane. I was only crown prince then. I was young. I am but thirty-five now.”

“You have compromised yourself seriously. Youthful indiscretion of such a kind would be of little moment to any other man but, to one of your rank, it is tantamount to throwing open a door for those stately schemers and opportunists who would use a callow misstep to further ambitions of their own as well as those of their country.”

“But she was... was...”

A look such as I had seldom seen on the face of a fellow human-being transfigured his features and at one and the same time I assured myself I detected upon that distinguished face traces of anger, shame, regret, relief, humiliation and longing.

“You may speak as plainly as must be required, your majesty,” Holmes attempted to reassure him. “The doctor and I are well-versed in the ways of human commerce and you may be well-contented to know you will find neither judgment of your actions upon our parts nor condemnation.

The king nodded at this and looked, I thought, decidedly grateful for my friend’s assurances.

“The more parts of a puzzle we have in our possession the greater the odds of our solving it,” Holmes told him, “so any description you may furnish us in regard of Miss Adler of a physical or mental kind will prove, I am sure, invaluable in the return of the... inconvenient... photograph.” 

“It must be recovered!” the king cried, desperation triggered by Holmes’ mention of the picture in question.

“You have tried and failed,” Holmes observed, statement and not question. “And, of course, you have offered to pay.”

“She will not sell.”

“Stolen, then.”

“Five attempts have been made. Twice burglars in my pay ransacked her house. Once we diverted her luggage when she travelled. Twice she has been waylaid. There has been no result.”

“No sign of it?”

“Absolutely none.”

Holmes laughed, as he so often did in the face of a conundrum and, not knowing him as I, the king looked displeased. 

“I see no humour to be had here.”

“But you will agree, nonetheless,” said Holmes, “it is a pretty little problem.” 

“Pretty and little to one with nothing to lose from it,” returned the king, reproachfully. “But a very serious one to both me and my country.”

“Indeed. And what does she propose to do with the photograph?”

“To ruin me.”

“But how?”

“I am about to be married.”

“So I have heard.”

“To Clotilde Lothman von Saxe-Meiningen, daughter of the King of Scandinavia. A man and a family of strict principles. She is herself the very soul of delicacy. A shadow of a doubt as to my conduct would bring the matter to an end and, aside from the genuine feelings we hold for each other, place in jeopardy the good relations between our two countries the union was intended to seal.”

“And Irene Adler?”

“Will send the Scandinavian court the photograph. I am convinced of it.”

“You are completely sure she would go to such lengths?”

Now it was the King’s turn to look amused; if bitterly so:

“There is not the slightest shred of doubt in my mind. Earlier, you asked me to describe her to you. Well, let me begin by assuring you that she has a soul of the most impenetrable steel. She also has the face of the most beautiful of women, the body of the most... sexual... and the mind of the most resolute of us men.”

“And is a leading light,” Holmes added; “the leading light – of the ‘Daughters of Omphale’.” 

At this, sure I had seen no mention of it, I took up the index sheet on the aforementioned lady I had retrieved for him earlier.

“You will find no record of it there, Watson. It is information that came into my possession after the keeper of my index turned his attentions to more domestic considerations and I have yet to find myself at liberty to amend his earlier insertions.”

My eyes turned to his, expecting to see a rebuke for my desertion of him, but found only merriment aimed back at me as I responded to his tease in precisely the glowering manner he knew I should.

“It is the first I have heard of such a... grouping... also,” the king told us, “and I have a secret-service whose responsibility is to keep me informed of such things.”

“A secret-service who have, it would appear, been skilfully excluded from those secrets you would have them uncover and present. But you must not be too hard on your agents. It was only through an incidental observation of a somewhat fearsome example of her sex, whilst I was engaged upon the successful investigation of the Trepoff murder, that I myself came to be in possession of such knowledge.”

“And what and who, exactly, are these ‘Daughters of Omphale’?” the king asked. “A sisterhood of some kind, obviously. But of what nature?”

“Of a nature that stands against nature,” Holmes answered cryptically, leaving both the king and myself with foreheads wrinkled with puzzlement.

My friend chuckled, as usual taking great satisfaction from having possession of a knowledge withheld to others.

“At least,” he went on, “of nature as we men and, I must say, the vast majority of their own ‘sisters’ know it.”

The king, I could see, less well-armed by familiarity of Holmes and the usual pre-eminence supplied by his advanced mental faculties, was becoming irritated and I stepped in to move our host along:

“Then perhaps, Holmes, you would be so good as to furnish his majesty and I a description of just what that nature is, rather than dragging your explanation out in the usual maddening fashion.”

At my side, the king supplied me with a brief, but no less obvious, flicker of gratitude.

Holmes simply yawned.

“Omphale,” he began, looking bored now the explanation itself was called for, “was an Amazon Queen into whose toils, to shorten what is already a story of no great length, Hercules fell while accomplishing his labours. Not only did this rather cruel and sadistic siren insist he serve her in the menial guise of a domestic but she insisted he do so while attired in female garb.”

“The Daughters of Omphale want to dress men as women?” an incredulous king blurted out.

Again, Holmes was amused.

“It is not, from what I have managed to gather, a foundation stone of their beliefs, though it is possible there may be those among their number who would enjoy being able to insist on just that for their menfolk.”

“Then what is it they do want? Men to serve them as domestics?”

The question, this time, came from me. As amazed and, I confess, outraged as the king himself at this unnatural desire on the parts of certain women to divert the natural course of male-female relations; despite being myself sympathetic to certain female concerns in the area of natural justice such as the recently mooted desire for universal suffrage. Stunned, in fact, that numbers of women could desire such a perverting of true nature enough to form themselves into a grouping espousing aims impossible to achieve from such ludicrous origins.

“You are not so far from the truth, doctor,” Holmes sniffed. “These women, of whom Irene Adler is a prime mover, believe the female the superior of those of our own sex in all save brute physicality and even that, they maintain, is a capacity that should, and must, be placed at the service of female-kind if the world is to be saved from the school-yard excesses of the male-gender.”

“It is not something she ever mentioned in my presence,” said the king, “and I find it hard to believe she could be so credulous as to believe such nonsense. Though...”

He became thoughtful and, I thought, evasive as he left his thoughts unfinished.

“You have something you wish to share with us, your majesty?” asked Holmes.

The king shook his head, though it was evident to me from both expression and manner that he did.

It was also evident to me that Holmes had noted the evasion and I knew from experience of his methods that there would be a return to the royal avoidance at a time not too far hence.

“It is, if my research is correct,” he went on, “a society that came into existence not two years hence and, therefore, post-dates your involvement with the lady, and it is their belief that only by humbling our male conceit – and in ways you may take it from me are not to be described from respectable and civilised lips – that we will be brought to our proper position in respect of our superiors.”

“Hmmph!” I scoffed. “And just what, precisely, might that position be?”

“Why, upon our knees, doctor,” Holmes answered me with a twinkle in his eye. “But where else? Is that not the posture demanded of a supplicant and servitor from its female master?”

The chuckle I shared with Holmes, I noticed, was not so infectious it made any impact upon the expression of the monarch who had come into our presence and it was impossible to miss his most royal and acute discomfort. 

Holmes was also aware of our visitor’s distress.

“And your majesty saw or heard nothing in the behaviour or words of Miss Adler to lead him to suspect the later adoption of such... attitudes?” he asked.

“It... It is difficult for me.”

“Your majesty, we are three intelligent men of the world who each know enough of human weakness through knowledge of those we ourselves possess to not place ourselves in a position of judgment over others. Nothing of what you confide to us will ever go beyond this room, but it just may furnish a solution to the conundrum troubling you.”

“Yes... You are right, of course, but...”

For some reason, the king’s eyes found mine as he broke off and I realised he was seeking my indulgence as well as that of Holmes.

My smile was encouraging, though I confess to some trepidation as to the nature of what I was about to hear.

“Irene...” he began, before immediately correcting himself, “Miss Adler, has a way of... persuading... men – good men - to do things they might otherwise shy from.”

The king paused at this, obviously finding it trying to say what needed to be said, and it was left to Holmes to lighten the atmosphere that he might feel more freer to speak.

And utilizing his usual butt in order to do so: 

“I myself, have no experience of being persuaded to do things against my will by either man or woman,” Holmes told him truthfully, “but the good doctor here has often had his better impulses overridden by the allure of female flesh.”

“I say, Holmes!” I rebuked him, miffed, as always, at forever being held up by him as an example of the wrong kind. “Simply because I appreciate the female in ways of which you find yourself impervious, it hardly makes me a simpering fool who can be twisted this way or that for no more than the promise of being allowed closer proximity.”

“Nor did I suggest any such thing, my friend. I simply attempt to persuade his majesty that he is not alone in having made a temporary fall and that even so estimable a person as you, Watson, can be tempted from the high-ground at certain times.”

“Hmm,” I mumbled, not entirely convinced by his reasoning but knowing it was the nearest to an apology for using me in such a way I would get from him.

Unlike me, however, the king appeared to have been persuaded by words I felt sure were designed by my friend purely as a means to make our visitor divulge the knowledge he required, rather than believing them himself to any great extent.

“You are right, Mr Holmes. When all the trappings with which we adorn ourselves are stripped away we remain three men still; with all the human frailties co-existent with the condition.”

“Well said, your majesty,” I applauded, encouraged to see such everyday humanity in one who had been, for the most part, divorced from such at that very moment of his first introduction to the world.

“Convinced as I am, Mr Holmes, of your honour and discretion, as well as Doctor Watson’s,” he gave me a nod that told me I was now accepted into the royal confidence, “why would I not confide to you both the... decadence... of this woman?”

“Why not indeed,” Holmes agreed, “especially when the nature of her usage of you is already known to me?”

The king’s jaw dropped at this.

“Known...? To...?”

“In general terms, yes,” Holmes told him. “I know enough through my incidental research into her ‘sisters’ and their raison d’etre to be able to draw a reasonably accurate description of the humiliations she would have insisted you undergo for her... favours... even prior to the inception of her so-called: ‘society’.”

“Then...?” the king began with what could only be described as a hopeful expression. “Then you have no need for me to describe the, hmm, nature of our relationship at the time?”

Holmes shook his head as if nothing had been further from his thoughts.

“None whatsoever, your majesty will be relieved to hear,” Holmes assured him to his, no doubt, vast relief and leaving me alone of the three of us in the darkness of incomprehension.

“Then why, if I might ask, did you insist upon leading me to believe I would have to relate events between us you knew could only be... mortifying... to me?” asked the king, experiencing much the same angst and displeasure towards my friend and his, sometimes, unfathomable methods as I had undergone on many occasions in the past.

“That you would actually speak of events so unflattering to your reputation, young man at the time or not, persuades me more readily of the stakes involved than any simple kingly assurance on your part and trains my attention upon your dilemma with even greater focus.”

Holmes nodded in my direction;

“Is that not so, doctor?”

“Had I any idea of just what these ‘unflattering events’ were,” I replied in, I confess, something of a snit, “I would no doubt be in a better position to provide you with an answer.”

Immediately regretting such insensitive words on my part, I turned an apologetic expression towards the king:

“Not that I would wish your majesty to have to relate anything of a nature likely to provoke discomfort.”

“I understand, doctor,” he assured me. “Were I in your position I too should be curious as to the events your friend’s prescience allows me to leave unspoken.”

“Suffice it to say, Watson,” Holmes offered some small enlightenment, though not a kind inclined to provide me much comfort, “that for all their grandiloquent  outpourings on the subject of the female making the world a safer and more just place, these women wish to know nothing more than power – of both a public and personal nature.”

His head swiveled that he may take us both in, before:

“And the way they go about achieving it?”

As Holmes completed his question that was not a question and paused for the usual dramatic effect, I saw the king fidgeting upon his seat in the most acute agitation; knowing as he did that any description of their methods would necessarily describe an approach that had once, if in embryo, been applied to him.

In truth, I was not so comfortable myself on the score of what I could be about to hear.

“They go about this, “Holmes continued, “in a way that, while hardly original or unheard of, appears nonetheless to enjoy continued success when applied to those of our own gender.”

His somewhat reproachful and accusatory stare took in both doctor and monarch.

“The use of sex,” he went on, “and the nurturing of desire in the male the female can either grant or withhold in a way of her choosing, endows a woman with a certain power over men of a particular kind and research, via the works of Mr Ellis and Krafft-Ebing, along with some case-studies of my own, has shown me it can even breed dependence and servility on the part of the male if used sensibly.”

Again, his eyes found first the king’s and then mine.

“But then, I believe both of you to be in receipt of more... practical... experience of such things than I.”

I could see his schoolmasterly line was not going down too well with the king and, in truth, it was only familiarity with such an approach preventing a similar response of my own.

That and the fact he was, of course, entirely correct.

“The one man I managed to locate – a man who was at first unwilling to relate his treatment at the sisterhood’s hands, but had fallen after his exclusion from their service into hard times and was persuaded by the offer of a guinea or two and a square meal – provided me with a somewhat disturbing description of their perception and usage of men.”

Again, the king was fidgeting.

“The ‘sister’ who had contrived to insert herself into this man’s bloodstream so successfully was, he told me of a singularly heartless kind. Once she had him in her clutches and had contrived to make him both emotionally and financially dependent upon her; powerless to fight his need for... what she had to offer... she introduced a domestic regime that not only reduced him effectively to the role of male chattel but put in place little shows of ‘respect’ she told him were necessary for her to be convinced of his acceptance of his status in regard of her.”

“What kind of... ‘shows’?” I asked, curious in spite of myself; enough anyway to momentarily forget the embarrassment it would cause the king to have such things described – if, that is, things had progressed so far with him and Miss Adler.

Holmes, it appeared, seemed cursed with a similar memory lapse also – either that or he was simply unconcerned.

“Symbolic to begin with,” he replied. “Tiny gestures of respect that she knew, if made constantly enough, would come to seem like normal behaviour to him and could only reinforce in his mind that she was his superior.”

The king gave an involuntary, but no less unmistakable, wince and I knew this small part of Holmes’s description was familiar to him.

“He was, he told me,” Holmes had continued, “required at all times to address her – this, do not forget, being a woman he had just married – as ‘Ma’am’. Then, when she had gotten him over the oddity of this request and the form of address was coming to him as if natural, she began to insist that he kneel in her presence whenever they were alone.”

“This is preposterous!” I could not prevent myself crying. “Why would any man with an ounce of self-respect allow...”

I manage to catch myself but I feared the damage had been done.

“Forgive me your majesty,” I asked, genuinely contrite. “I did not mean to...”

“There is nothing to forgive, doctor. Should I be hearing of such things for the first time – though the behaviour required of me was not so... humbling... even if I have little doubt it would eventually have become so - I fear my response would be as yours.”

It was now my turn to feel grateful.

“Indeed,” Holmes went on, “the man’s experience was of a particularly marked and humiliating nature and it was, he told me, only the promise of the bedroom and the deep, if perverse, joy she allowed him to find there that, shamefully, compelled his subservience to her. So great was his fall and so marked her influence upon him, it was not long before he was lowering his eyes when in her presence and placing his lips upon the toes of her boots whenever she returned to the house in which he now toiled as her domestic. Perhaps even worse than this for the soul of a man who assured me had once been proud and fierce, she began requiring him to ask her for permission to speak at those times when it was necessary for him to do so.”

The king and I exchanged shocked looks at this and it was easy to tell that the royal experience had, indeed, been nowhere near as humbling.

“In fact,” Holmes continued, “so complete had been his fall at the hands of this modern day harpy that it was not long before he found himself wearing her livery just as if he were her manservant and living below stairs until those times when she considered his behaviour warranted a visit to her bedroom.”

“Tell me though, Mr Holmes,” asked the king, expression like mine, and despite his own experience of this ‘sisterhood’, appalled, “I know how I made my escape from such a fate – and have only the rigours demanded by my position to thank for it – but how did the gentleman in question contrive to extricate himself from the position in which she had placed him?”

“In common with most tyrants,” Holmes answered instantly, “the arrogance born of success and the confidence derived from the contempt in which that tyrant holds either victim or victims, led the lady into an erroneous evaluation of her own power. It was when she decided he was ripe, beaten and servile enough to display her command of him to her sisters that she stung even his decimated manly pride in such a way as to ensure he took himself from her house to brave the streets penniless rather than endure further humiliations of such a kind.”

“An escape is an escape, I suppose,” I breathed, relieved somehow, “however late in the day it is made.”

“Under normal circumstances I would agree with you, Watson,” Holmes replied with a look of regret. “However, it has come to my attention since the man related his story to me that he has since returned and begged the lady – the very same lady he had married before having her turn him into a flunkey – to take him back.”

“You are not serious, Holmes?” I all but exploded at a prospect that was completely incomprehensible to me.

Holmes was nodding before I had even finished.

“He is with her now. And under a condition of even more debasing subjugation than he was previously.”

For some moments, the room fell to silence at this last revelation and I know not how long it was before the king spoke:

“I hope, gentleman, that you will be content to know that Miss Adler’s treatment of me - though of a kind no man of whatever station should have to experience and will not, you may be certain, be repeated in respect of me should I live to be two-thousand – came nowhere close to replicating the treatment we have just heard described. ”

“Just the same,” Holmes came in, saving me the necessity of a reply I was already at a loss as to how to frame, “it is to this woman that you now find yourself beholden by dint of your past behaviour and the photographic record she has of it.”

It had not been framed as a question but the king nodded an affirmative to Holmes as if it had. 

“Rather than I should marry another woman, there are no lengths to which she would not go... None.”

“And, that I may know exactly the nature of the inquiries I am expected to undertake, is it just the one photograph of which we speak?”

I swore I saw a flicker of what I took to be evasion cross the handsome features of the King, but he answered readily and in the affirmative.

“And you are quite sure she has not sent it yet?”

“I am sure.”

“And why?”

“Because she has said that she would send it on the day when the betrothal was publicly proclaimed. That will be next Monday.”

“Oh, then we have three days yet,” said Holmes, with a yawn. “That is very fortunate, as I have one or two matters of importance to look into just at present. Your majesty will, of course, stay in London for the present?”

“Certainly. You will find me at the Langham, under the name of the Count von Kramm.”

“Then I shall drop you a line to let you know how we progress.”

“Pray do so; I shall be all anxiety.”

“Then, as to money?”

“You have carte blanche.”

“Absolutely?”

“I tell you that I would give one of the provinces of my kingdom to have that photograph.”
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