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“A man’s life is worth no more than his hopes and dreams, my dear Watson. And mine is a treasure only the future will know the true value of.”


—Sherlock Holmes, conversation with Doctor  Watson.
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The edges of darkness parted slowly at first, then expanded, shifting aside like curtains to reveal a bright light. 

Quicker now!

He felt as if a whole new universe were just at the fringes of his newfound vision. It was so unlike the one he was born into that he, of all people, was astounded.

Even so.

He uttered not a single word.

He didn’t fight the progress he was making.

Did not resist the widening of the portal into a more profound and lasting insight into the nature of man. He had to know and once the question was asked. There was only one possible path to climb.

To know!

He felt as if he were finally going to see the answer to every question, he had asked himself in this life. That he was going to cross over and through that threshold that few went consciously over and through.

The Light shining into his face now was so bright he was certain beyond a doubt that it was his to claim forever!

The intensity of the Light streaming into his face grew so bright he had to shut his eyes momentarily, but even that did little to dim his vision now. He was on the brink and there was no turning back, no losing sight of the goal he had achieved. 

The world he was about to enter.

He felt a warmth such as he had never felt before. Not even from his best friend. A love and gentleness that was beyond measure. A beckoning. A welcoming as of a parent welcoming home their long-lost child and enfolding them into their arms with all the tenderness and love a parent can express.

He had to open his eyes and see.

To see what was welcoming him...

He opened his eyes.

The sound of a gunshot was so close and so loud that the Light before him shattered like a glass window broken by a hammering blow.

Sherlock Holmes stirred from the position he had been hiding and sprang like a puppet from a puppeteer’s playbox before an audience of children.

“I have you now, Moriarty!”

But once his eyes adjusted to the steep black of the darkness of the night before him, he did not see Moriarty. He saw only a body.

Fallen to the pavement.

Holmes slipped over the edge of the roof he had been hiding, meditating, waiting for the sound of the man as he came to open his office. His residence of crime and murder.

He dropped lightly to his feet. 

Twelve feet was nothing to him.

He kept himself in top shape regularly with exercises he had learned in the Himalayas.

But as he rushed to the fallen person, no amount of exercise could prepare him for what he saw. No amount of meditation could soften the blow of the horror that lay crumpled on the pavement, in a fetal position, her poor tiny body broken, shattered.

By a single bullet!

“NOOOOOOOO!”  Holmes screamed.

Watson, who had been hiding on the other side of the roof, had been forced to take the fire escape at the sound of the gunshot. He came panting from the effort and found Holmes on the pavement, a small female child’s body held in his arms, blood oozing from her chest.

Holmes was pressing his handkerchief to it, to stem the flow, but there was nothing he could do. 

Her heart had been severed from her life by a bullet. Fired at point-blank range! The poor thing hadn’t even had the comfort of a hand to hold in her last moments. So, Holmes held her hands now. Cradling her in his lap, rocking her lightly, as if she were only sleeping. Soon, would wake and discover it had all been a nightmare. A bad dream.

It had not been!

Watson rushed to Holmes. “Did you get him, Holmes?”

He already knew the answer, but in Holmes’s current condition, he knew that to say anything else would do no good. The man could be quite psychotic at times when driven by enough pressure.

Not a madness that was destructive to others, but to himself. And looking at the sweet face of the now-departed girl, Watson feared that Holmes had snapped!

So, Watson did what any good friend might do at such a time. 

He waited.

The wind from the Thames came up and began rustling the rooftops and hustling the lower layers of fog that had been gathering at its shores into the city of London. Soon it would paste the streets in layer after layer of the gray substance. It would be moist and tinged with a trace of light bitterness. The soot and waste that was always coloring its taste from factories and their immense coal fire emissions.

It was a blight upon the city, but not to be done.

Yet.

He, like Holmes, kept up with all the latest scientific journals. And also, Watson, like Holmes, knew that science was coming to understand the foul nature of this fog. And that something must be done to fix it.

But what science saw, the wealthy oftentimes did not agree with. Especially when it interfered with their constant accumulation of wealth. An insatiability that was so extreme that human life had become secondary to its need to consume. Consume. Consume.

“I did not sense him, John.”

Holmes lapsed back into silence and continued to rock the young girl’s dead body.

“I did not see him either, John. He came and went like a ghost in the night.”

The sight of moisture in Holmes’s eyes snapped Watson back to reality and out of his thoughts. The cold had been dulling his mind. He was utterly exhausted by the late-night vigil. He swiped at his eyes, where tears of exhaustion and his frustration with having failed this child were emerging, and banged his forehead with his service revolver.

“Drat it all!” He growled loudly.

Holmes did not look up.

“I did not have a clue he was so close. How is that possible, John? How?”

Watson could hardly think at that moment, his head throbbed from the blow he had given himself. “Drat it all!” He uttered once more, this time with more frustration.

He felt several drips of blood begin to ooze from his nostrils. He had struck his nose as well as his forehead 

with the barrel of his weapon. 

“I’m getting too blasted old for this kind of late-night nonsense!” He expressed out loud. “Too blasted old and cold and hungry for these late-night vigils.”

Crime be damned, he thought. A man needs ten square hours of rest and a hot meal in his belly to do this kind of work. And he had neither one.

It was a strange sight should any of have come upon them. The great detective is in shock. His best friend and partner talking to himself.

But few can survive as many rigors as those two without having accumulated a tremendous amount of psychological pain. Which we now call PTSD, but back then was unknown, except to be called, “The Old Soldier’s Dilemma.”

Battle fatigue to put it in layman’s language.

“I should have felt him. I always felt him before. Always, John.”

This time Holmes did look up. “John! You’re been hurt!”

Watson used his handkerchief to swipe the blood away. “Banged my noggin with my pistol, drat it all!”

Watson laid his black bag next to Holmes and sat 

beside him on the curb. He didn’t bother to examine the girl. She was dead. Her eyes were wide open, staring into the next world. 

But this child did not die easily, nor did she expire with any love to surround her last moments. Her once bright and lovely face that must have lit her parent’s faces with pride and joy was a pale shadow of what it might have been before. Scarred by pain. By loneliness. By...Watson peered more closely at her now, seeing what at first the darkness had hidden from him. Why her face seemed so strained even in death.

“She’s been tortured and then shot!” Holmes said to himself this time, almost as if he’d forgotten Watson sat next to him. But he had just captured Watson’s thoughts and his observation and summarized it entirely with just six words.

Watson did examine her more closely now. Taking the time to gently pry one of her arms free of Holmes’s grip and turn it about.

Rows of healed and unhealed scars marked her forearm, all the way up to her shoulder.

He peeled back her blouse slightly and saw abrasions and scars on her neck and chest as well.

The poor blonde girl’s arms were scarred repeatedly. And now that he was close enough, he could see that her blue eyes were tortured as well. By the repeated pain she had been subjected to.

Whoever had tortured this poor child had done so over an extended period. And had used a rough blade to extract the most possible pain from the child.

He cringed at the thought of how much pain she must have experienced. Perhaps this night was a blessing in disguise. At least her suffering was at an end, God bless her!

“Who did this, Holmes?”

Holmes slowly stood up, the child still in his arms. He began walking away. 

“Holmes, who shot this child?”

Holmes stopped and turned to look at Watson. “Only one man would flaunt his cruelty in my face. Only one man would dare the devil to do his deeds and get away with it. Only one man could torture a helpless child endlessly and then suffer her to die without a loved one to comfort her last moments.”

Holmes began walking again. “Only one!”

“Who, Holmes?”

“Moriarty!”
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Destiny Calls
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Watson staggered to his feet. Snatched his black bag up. Groaned. His legs were cramping from the effort of being in the cold so long in an inflexible position. Still, he mustered the strength to catch up with Holmes.

“Holmes, we need to call for a constable.”

“She is barely ten, John.”

“Barely ten. Yes. Yes. I can see that.”

“Her life lay before her, John. She was just a bud about to blossom into a beautiful flower. A spring meadow waiting for the dawn sun to rise. The best was yet to come.”

“Yes, yes. Much too young!”

Holmes stopped and turned to examine Watson’s expression a moment. What he saw woke him up from his anger and grief a moment. Watson’s face was wet with tears also he found out. “When will this stop, Watson? When will it end?”

“I can’t answer that.”

“We’ve been on his trail for months now. And each time we almost have him...”

“He escapes. I know. Horrible. Horrible.”

Holmes grimaced. His usually rugged,  handsome looks marred by the pain and grief he felt. The frustration at being wrong once more.

Watson had painted him in the newspapers as infallible. He was not. He was better than most. Perhaps than all detectives, but he was not perfect. No man is.

Then he remembered the dawning of the Light in his meditation. A voice came to his memory. “Before the sun can fully rise in all its glory, the night must spread her wings and flee.”

Was this dawn for him? Was this what the Old Man of the Mountain had meant by his words?”

For a moment he saw the man’s face looking into his as he had so long ago. With wisdom and patience. More than Holmes had ever seen or experienced before in any other man, including his father, who was far more patient than any Holmes had known as a child and young adult.

Neither Watson nor Holmes knew exactly when the torture and murder of the young victims had begun. Perhaps some years back. Hard to know as most of the bodies that had been found by the police or strangers, were months between each other. Who’s to say that more victims had not also died, but not been found yet. And this is what had perplexed Holmes the most. 

If there were more bodies, why were they hidden?

Why some and not all?

Tonight had answered one question.

Who!

Moriarty.

He prayed that moment that this awakening within him would also inspire within him the right course of action to take.

Too stop Moriarty once and for all.

Before, he had been just another criminal. A brilliant one to be sure, but to find out. To discover that he was also a cruel man who tortured and murdered innocent lives. This was not only unthinkable but intolerable.

It had to stop!

Now!
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Shadow Within a Shadow
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A shadow within a shadow within a shadow.

The innermost one moves.

Slightly.

Ever so slightly.

A hiss.

Soft.

Insistent.

Hopeful.

Tasting the air with a tongue that should have come out of a snake’s mouth, or a lizard.

Leaning forward with anticipation that reeks of violence and revenge. Drips with murder and mayhem. Shakes with a delight that only the cruel and unjust can espouse without regret or pity.

Silence is shattered by energies that issue from the shadow within a shadow. The shadow is preparing. Preparing for what must come next. The final blow!

It snickers in a cruel voice to itself, savoring the horror it had seen on Holmes’s face after the child was slain. It almost laughed out loud, but to do so might betray it, so it did not. 

Instead, it hunkered down and savored the darkness that seems so palpable that you could reach out and touch it. Like a dream where you know, something is watching you, just behind you and if you turned about, you could see it, but when you do, it is behind you once more, but the hackles on your neck have risen further and you are no closer to seeing what you fear than before.

And it is getting closer and closer and...

And now that shadow moves deeper into the shadows as a constable nears the alley in which it hides. Alerted by the sound of the man’s standard-issue boots, which have soft leather on the sides, hard heel, and toe with embedded steel for rough customers, and black as the night the constable of the law walks by. He hobbles a bit because the shoes are regulation and anyone that gets handed a pair of regulation anything...knows that discomfort is part of its design. It is there. On rainy nights. Always on sunny days.

The constable bends quickly to adjust the shoe, the pain of its fit more distracting than the presence that hides in the shadows watching him, weighing the possibilities of whether it shall have a victim sooner than looking for.

The constable’s curse splatters, just like the rain does on his shoulders and cap. Even his dratted cap is an insufferable cramp on his skull now. The constable sighs and straightens up to continue his beat. “Dratted shoes!” He curses. “Standard issue from hell they are,” he comments with a voice drenched with disgust and discomfort. His shoes...like all the other constable’s shoes...were not liked. But they were standard issues. And every proper man knows that when something is a standard-issue you better button your lips, lest your superior gives you non-standard shoes. And then true hell began.

Fortunately for the constable, he had not been out long in the rain. More a drizzle, than a proper hair sopping wet rain, but still enough to seep down his regulation pants into their cuffs and then over the top into the edges of the shoes.  Until the miserable stockings became sopping wet. Making a man’s foot uncomfortable with each new step traveled on his beat.

The shadow did not care. Rain worked to its advantage. The constable would be distracted, uncomfortable, and eager to return to Scotland Yard for warmth and a brew of tea and biscuits. So, the shadow bided its time, knowing its plan was unimpeded. Toying with the constable would serve no purpose now. 

Later?

The shadow could count on the slop, flap, flop of the constable’s heels as they smutched the mucky and muddy water of the sidewalks and street.  Count that the sound of the heels meant the constable remained uncomfortable and distracted.

The constable, a seasoned professional, just topping thirty and soon to retire, gray already stinging the edges of his temples and nape of his neck, sweeps a torch into the alley, intuition and lifelong experience hinting that the dark street between the old buildings was not empty of inhabitants.

The shadow could hiss, but that would ruin its plans. Darkness hides its body, even as it cloaks its heart with coldness. So, it slipped deeper into the alley, using a deeply recessed back door to hide as the light burst across where it had been hiding only a moment before.

The searing light catches something for a moment as it passes, but when it returns, there is nothing of consequence. Only discarded furniture.
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