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INTRODUCTION

by Laurie R. King and Leslie S. Klinger
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In “Adventure of the Bruce-Partington Plans,” Sherlock Holmes declares himself without interest in honors or recognition for his work. Instead, he tells his brother Mycroft, “I play the game for the game’s own sake.” In part, this is his declaration of independence from the normal rewards of a working man, a clear message that he is above such forms of bribery. It is also his way of pointing out that his position is so rarified, he could not expect his performance to be judged and measured in relation to others—or even by others. (Although in point of fact, he does accept an emerald tie-pin from a Certain Gracious Lady.)

Considering what is at stake in the story, far beyond the scope of everyday London crime, a reader might well marvel at Holmes’s detached attitude. The case Mycroft has brought his brother is not some abstract puzzle or piece of intellectual fancy. Rather, he asks for Sherlock’s help in the matter of a man’s uncanny death and the theft of government documents—documents so vital that they could change the very nature of war, and cost millions of lives. Yet neither the tragic fate of young Cadogan West, nor the bereavement of his fiancée, nor even the fears of the government itself seem to have any effect on Holmes. Instead, he is drawn in because of the “points of interest” in Mycroft’s presentation; he is eager only as a foxhound might be; he even goes so far as to exhibit “hilarity” (Watson’s word) as he is closing in on the criminal. The potential use of top-secret submarine plans by a foreign power seems to faze him less than the problem of railway points, and the chief interest in the investigation seems to be the relief it offers from the boredom produced by London’s everyday criminals.

The story’s rather cold-blooded portrait of Sherlock Holmes is fortunately uncommon in the Conan Doyle canon. In other tales, we can take comfort in his compassion for a victim, or share his anger with a villain, or echo his outrage for the falsely accused. Seeing Sherlock Holmes as essentially human, rather than a Victorian thinking machine, is at the core of the Sherlockian “Game,” allowing us to believe that Sherlock Holmes really lived and that Dr. Watson’s tales are true. We accept that they were real men, thus making us students of history rather than of clever fictions.

The Grand Game of learned essays treating the Holmes canon as biography, rather than invention (not to be confused with the Great Game, as in Kipling’s Asian border struggles) has a long tradition. The first appeared in 1901 (see The Grand Game: A Celebration of Sherlockian Scholarship, two volumes edited by Klinger and King). The tradition is alive and well today in the Baker Street Journal and countless other venues for the study of Holmes, Watson, Doyle, and the Victorian age. Thankfully, the Grand Game has spilled over into the work of later writers, who extended the Doyle canon with further tales of the Great Detective, the Good Doctor, and the other figures from their lives. Others have imported Holmes into their own worlds, either literally or by showing the influence of his life and work on the lives and adventures of their protagonists. It is axiomatic that no writer of mysteries in the twenty-first century is uninfluenced by the stories of Arthur Conan Doyle; hence, this collection.

For the Sake of the Game—our fourth of its ilk—brings together a brilliant assemblage of writers from many genres and branches of literature. Thriller writers, traditional mystery authors, “cozy” writers, authors of horror and supernatural literature, creators of hard-boiled detectives and mercenaries, and even fantasists have come together here to play The Game. As with Holmes himself, these brilliant writers did not respond to our invitation for reasons of profit or fame—although they might perhaps accept an emerald stick-pin as supplement to their royalties. Rather, we’d like to believe that they are gathered here for the sake of the game.

And now, as we set off into the lands of foggy London and muggy night-time LA, following in the footsteps of rookie police officers, professional assassins, and insect protagonists, the time has come to speak the words:

The game is afoot!


DR. WATSON’S SONG

by Peter S. Beagle
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Raised as I was on Arthur Conan Doyle’s tales of Sherlock Holmes, which in my turn I read aloud to my children (my daughter Kalisa became so involved in the stories that she began having Sherlock Holmes dreams), my real soft spot has always been for Dr. Watson. Between his incarnations by Robert Duvall, Jude Law and James Mason, the Nigel Bruce cartoon of Watson as a cheerful but utterly useless boob has been pretty well put to rest. Doyle was casual about his details—he couldn’t always remember how many wives Watson had had, and he kept moving that jezail bullet wound from the Second Afghan War up and down the poor man’s body—but he did make it clear that Watson was neither a fool nor unperceptive. Holmes was certainly his hero, but that didn’t make Watson an unqualified hero-worshiper. I’ve always believed that he quite often felt completely exasperated with the great detective—and just as often understood, as no other could have done, the cost of being Sherlock Holmes.

DR. WATSON’S SONG

“I never get your measure, Watson . . .”

“You see, but you do not observe, Watson . . .”

“You know my methods, Watson—apply them . . .”

“The fair sex is your department, Watson . . .”

“The game’s afoot, Watson!”

“Elementary, my dear Watson . . .”

“Elementary . . . elementary . . .”

I know he’s a ruddy genius,

I know he’s a mastermind,

I know it’s an honor to be his pawn,

his chronicler, his sidekick,

his comrade, his companion,

whenever he bothers to tell me what on earth is going on.

Keeps playing that ruddy fiddle,

keeps shooting holes in the wall,

knows where I’ve been and what I’ve done with whom.

Drives Mrs. Hudson crazy,

broods about Irene Adler,

and goes on about Moriarty till the ruddy crack of doom.

“I never get your measure, Watson . . .”

“You see, but you do not observe, Watson . . .”

“You know my methods, Watson—apply them . . .”

“The fair sex is your department, Watson . . .”

“The game’s afoot, Watson!”

“Elementary, my dear Watson . . .”

“Elementary . . . elementary . . .”

Stinks the place up with chemicals,

shoots himself up with cocaine.

turns his bedroom into a ruddy lab.

He tells me what I’m thinking,

lectures me about Wagner,

wakes me up in the middle of the night to catch a hansom cab.

“I never get your measure, Watson . . .”

“You see, but you do not observe, Watson . . .”

“You know my methods, Watson—apply them . . .”

“The fair sex is your department, Watson . . .”

“The game’s afoot, Watson!”

“Elementary, my dear Watson . . .”

“Elementary . . . elementary . . .”

I know he needs me to show off for,

I know he needs to amaze.

He needs “By Jove, Holmes!”—he needs glory,

he needs me to write the story,

and good lord, does he need praise!

I even think he rather loves me,

though the words will never come—

but sometimes the legend’s a bit of a pain

in my weary old British bum.

And for all the gifts and wonders,

sometimes I’m sorry for him.

the best and wisest man I’ve ever known.

There’s no one does what he does,

nobody he can talk to—

He’s Sherlock Holmes,

he’s the master,

he’s Sherlock Holmes,

and he’s all alone.


THE ADVENTURE OF THE ABU QIR SAPPHIRE

by F. Paul Wilson
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AN UNWELCOME VISITOR

It has been five years since I last put pen to paper for the purpose of recording one of my cases. Apparently, even after nearly a decade in retirement, my reputation persists in London. Since Watson is unavailable, I shall once more assume the task of my own biographer, as I did in regard to the affair of the lion’s mane.

For someone who needed cocaine to survive the ennui that dragged him down during the interstices between cases, it still surprises me how much I’ve grown to love the quiet country life. And as I approach my sixtieth birthday—I find it difficult to believe it’s but two years away—I confess to having become somewhat set in my ways. Creeping ossification, one might say. As a result, I tend to loathe anything that interrupts my quotidian routine.

Considering my circumstances, how could it be any other way? I have my villa, enviably positioned on the South Downs of Sussex with its magnificent view of the Channel and the chalk hills that tower over the shore. I have my old housekeeper to tend to my needs as I in turn tend to the needs of my bees.

So you will understand, then, why I was somewhat less than gracious when young Arran Davies arrived unannounced, seeking my assistance.

A sunny Friday in July—the 19th, to be exact. My housekeeper was shopping in Fulworth to replenish our larder and I was in the rear orchard tending my hives, when a car skidded to a halt before my villa. Through the mesh of my netted hat I saw a young man emerge from an open Benz roadster.

“Mister Holmes?” he cried, waving. “Mister Sherlock Holmes?”

He carried an air of desperation that told me he wanted to engage my services. Immediately I began moving towards the back door of the villa.

“Mister Holmes!” he repeated, hurrying around the side. “I need your help!”

I yanked off my bee hat. “I am retired and you are uninvited. Leave immediately.”

“I have driven all the way from London to seek the use of your investigative skills.”

I was halfway to the door. “There’s not that much daylight left and you’ve got seventy miles to retrace. You should start back immediately.”

“I wish to hire you. I’ll pay any fee you ask.”

Ten feet to go. “Have you not been listening? I am retired.”

“My reputation is in ruins. I’m being accused of stealing the Abu Qir Sapphire from the Egypt Exploration Society.”

My hand grasped the doorknob. “If you are innocent, you will find the police quite capable of catching the real thief.”

“But she appears to know you. She mentioned your name.”

Neither knowing nor caring who “she” was, I pulled the door open and stepped through. “For obvious reasons, my name is often mentioned in criminal circles.”

“She said she visited your old lodgings on Baker Street in the hope of renewing an acquaintance, but you had moved on.”

I thought that odd, but wasn’t about to let myself be drawn in. Retired. That was my current state of being. Twenty-three years in the consulting detective business had been quite enough.

“Good day, sir,” I said and slammed the door in his face.

At the last moment I thought I heard him say, “She calls herself Madame de Medici.”

I opened the door.

“What did you say?”

“De Medici. She goes by the name Madame de Medici.”

Here was a name I had never expected to hear again.

“Really.”

“You know her then?”

“I doubt anyone truly knows that woman. But are we talking about the same Medici?” I found the ease with which I recalled her face a bit disconcerting. “Amber eyes?”

“Yes–yes! Astonishing eyes.”

“Then indeed, I did know her, but a long time ago.”

He rubbed a hand over his face. “So she’s real. I’d begun to think Medici wasn’t her real name.”

“I’m quite sure it’s not. I suspect no one but the Madame knows her real name.”

Madame de Medici . . . I hadn’t heard that name since—when was it? Before Watson and I joined forces . . . two years at least. That would be 1879. One of the most remarkable women I’ve ever met, eclipsed only by the redoubtable Irene Adler.

He looked puzzled. “You say you knew her ‘a long time ago.’ How long?”

“Quite long. Thirty-three years, to be exact.”

“Well, then, she cannot be the same. The woman I am speaking of is herself only in her mid-thirties at most.”

“Perhaps her daughter, then.”

Madame de Medici as a mother? It didn’t ring true, but the woman herself would be somewhere in her seventh decade now.

“You seem to have doubts, Mister Holmes.”

“The same name, the same amber eyes. With such limited information at hand, I don’t see much choice but to conclude she’s the daughter.”

His gaze unfocused. “Hair black as night, eyes the color of the fresh honey in your hives . . .”

“You seem smitten, sir.”

He shook himself. “Was. Was smitten, Mister Holmes. I confess that. She worked her feminine wiles on me, but that’s over now. I want her brought to justice—punished for theft and for destroying my reputation.”

My instincts told me to close the door again, but I was intrigued now. Perhaps hooked was a better word. That name again, after all these years.

“All right, all right. Come in.”

His face lit. “You’ll help me then?”

Quite unlikely, but I wanted to hear his story

“I make no promises. Tell me your tale and we’ll see.”

MISDIRECTION AND LEGERDEMAIN

Mister Arran Davies described himself as an Egyptologist with a B.A. and B.Sc., a member of numerous learned societies, and scion of one of England’s oldest families—in that order.

Anyone reading Watson’s accounts of our outings—sensationalized, to be sure—would know that I have never been impressed by titles, and retirement has not given me cause to revise that attitude.

“Do not waste my time with your lineage and academic achievements. Tell me your story, and do not skip any details.”

We were seated in the front room. I’d desired a whisky so I poured us each one from a bottle of Strathisla given to me years ago.

“Well, then, I suppose I should start with the stone.”

I pulled out the Persian slipper and started filling the bowl of my pipe. “This Abu Qir Sapphire you mentioned.”

“Yes. I came upon it quite by accident—serendipity in its purest form. I had a day off while researching an excavation in Alexandria, so I decided to take short jaunt up the coast to Abu Qir Bay. I wanted a swim, and where better than in the very waters where Nelson defeated Napoleon’s convoy and established the Royal Navy as the preeminent naval power in the Mediterranean? Also, I had developed a fondness for the mussels Al Iskandariya dish my housekeeper made when she could find fresh mussels, and I was determined to supply her with the very freshest possible.

“The tide was out and in no time I found a large cluster attached to a shallow rock. As I worked to pull them free I spotted this grimy rectangular stone in the heart of the cluster. I would not have given it a second thought but for its perfectly symmetrical shape. As I worked it free of the mussels’ beards, my fingers detected step-cut facets along the upper and lower surfaces. I knew immediately this was more than a random tidal stone.

“I carried it home and, after much careful toil, managed to remove but a fraction of what appeared to be centuries of grime, opening a window onto some sort of blue gemstone. I am naïve in the matter of jewels, so I took it to an Alexandria jeweler who knew just what to do: He immersed it in a series of solutions that dissolved the grime, revealing a vivid blue stone with odd characters engraved along the largest of its facets. He identified it as a sapphire and appraised it as ‘perfect’—ninety-seven karats with no inclusions.”

“Your lucky day,” I said, lighting the pipe and inhaling.

“So it seemed at the time. When I asked him what he would pay for such a gem, he said he wouldn’t take it even as a gift. He said he’d seen two other jewels with similar inscriptions over the years and no good would come of owning it. He did not know the language, did not know what the inscription meant, but he kept saying ‘Put it back. No good will come from it.’”

“An odd statement, don’t you think?”

“I believed the strange characters of the inscription threw him off.”

“Obviously you didn’t take his advice.”

“Of course not, though now I wish I had. But I did my duty and turned it over to the Egypt Exploration Society, of which I am a member.”

“Why your duty?” I asked.

“My trip to Egypt was funded by the Society, and so anything of an historical nature I found belonged to them. The Society showed it to the British Museum which professed an interest in displaying it once its provenance could be established.”

“You found it in Egypt, did you not? Isn’t it therefore Egyptian?”

“But it’s quite obviously not Egyptian. It’s a bundle of contradictions, in fact. As I mentioned, the sapphire was inscribed—etched—with strange characters that reminded one of the Phoenician abjad but were not. Experts at the museum thought they were pre-Phoenician and post-Sumerian, but no one had ever seen anything like them. It reeked of antiquity—the pre-Phoenician theory would put it at 2,000 BC or earlier—yet gemstones were not cut like this in antiquity. The lapidary tools and skill necessary to shape this sapphire’s facets did not exist in those times. The stone had many possible origins and the Egypt Exploration Society was determined to sort them out. I’d made quite the discovery, you see, and presented the Society with a delicious mystery. I became their fair-haired boy, as it were.”

“So some good did come of it.”

“Yes, well, for a while it seemed nothing but good came of it. And then Madame de Medici entered my life.”

Finally he had reached the part of his story I wanted most to hear.

“Just how did that happen?”

“Quite by accident—or so it seemed at the time. I was attending a display of the Oxyrhynchus Papyri put on by the Society. She entered the hall draped in a floor-length hooded cloak, almost like a Benedictine monk’s robe, although fashioned from the finest midnight-blue cashmere. Her features were hidden deep within the cowl. I forgot all about the papyri. She immediately became the center of my attention. I watched her lithe figure as it glided from display to display. I angled myself so that I could glimpse her face as she perused the display cases, studying the ancient pieces as if reading them. I even saw her smile once or twice as if she found something amusing.”

“You believe she was reading them?”

He shrugged. “Or pretending to read them.”

“If the daughter is anything like her mother, she has a passion for antiquities.”

“She most certainly does. I simply had to meet her. So, girding my loins, as it were, I approached as casually as I was able and asked if she were a member of the Society. She looked up at me and I had my first full view of her face. Her flawless skin, those amber eyes and . . . and . . .” He shrugged.

“You fell under her spell.”

A statement rather than a question, for I remembered her mother’s mesmeric gaze.

“How could I not? A beautiful, exotic young woman with, as I soon discovered, an encyclopedic knowledge of Egypt. I was completely smitten. We retired to a quiet corner and conversed for hours that flashed by like minutes. An enthralling creature. I didn’t want to let her out of my sight, which was why I was devastated to learn that she lived in Cairo and would be sailing back the very next day.”

I recognized certain aspects of the classic confidence scheme. Davies had taken the lure, the hook had been set, and now the clock was running. Very smoothly done.

“Nothing could persuade her to stay on?” I offered.

He shook his head. “No. She said she didn’t want to leave but had business back in Egypt that she’d left unattended too long. It had all been a wasted trip anyway, according to her.”

“Ah. Wasted how?”

“She told me she’d seen a drawing of the Abu Qir Sapphire in a copy of Al-Ahram in Cairo. I knew of the drawing. The Society had released it to the Times but also to the Egyptian press in the hope that someone would recognize the stone or its inscription. The image had shocked her because ‘a very similar stone’—her words—had been in her family for centuries.”

“‘Centuries’? Most people would say ‘generations,’ don’t you think?”

“I suppose. I remember her exact words were ‘a de Medici possession for many, many centuries.’”

I hid my surprise. Decades ago I had heard that exact phrase from her mother regarding another ancient item.

“She told me,” Davies continued, “that she’d traveled all the way from Cairo and visited the British Museum to view it, but was very disappointed when she learned it wouldn’t be ready for display until more was learned about it. Allowing her to see it was out of the question since it wasn’t even in the museum.”

“But you could remedy that, could you not,” I said, perceiving how this would play out. “You could make her trip worthwhile. You could be her knight errant.”

“Exactly,” he replied, nodding with a grim expression. “I wanted so desperately to impress her.”

“Were you not the least bit suspicious? She latches on to perhaps the one person in all of London who can arrange a viewing of that stone?”

“I will say in my own defense that such a possibility did occur to me. But only briefly. I immediately realized that it was I who had latched on to her.”

My only response was a dour look that Watson knew well.

“I know, I know,” he said sheepishly. “A beautiful young female dangling before a young, unattached male . . . I was a moth to her flame. But I still might have refrained from showing her the stone had she not produced her pièce de résistance.”

“The exact same jewel.”

Davies started as if he’d received an electric shock. “How could you know?”

“As inevitable as the sun rising in the east, I’m afraid.”

He sighed. “Well, easy for you to say at this point. But be that as it may, she removed a black velvet jewel box from her purse and opened it for me. There, nestled in white satin, lay a sapphire identical to the one I had found in Abu Qir Bay. As I told you, I’m no gemologist, but what she showed me appeared to be an exact duplicate, right down to the indecipherable engraving.”

“Didn’t that arouse any suspicion?”

“I’m not saying ‘very close’ or ‘almost like,’ I’m saying exact. The only image of the Abu Qir released was the simple black-and-white line drawing we gave to the press. She could not know the color from the drawing, and hers was a perfect match. One had to have intimate knowledge of the original to make such a copy. I dare say, one might well have had to own it at some time in the past to make that copy.”

“Well, perhaps her mother did at one time.”

He barked a harsh laugh. “Oh, I doubt that very much. That gem was underwater a long time. I’m thinking it might even have washed out of Heraecleion itself.”

That made no sense. “The capital of Crete?”

“No-no. They sound the same, but I’m speaking of the ancient fabled city supposedly built on an island in Abu Qir Bay. Legend has it that Heracleion sank in the second or third century BC.”

“‘Supposedly’?”

“Well, there’s no trace of it, but it’s mentioned as a trading center in ancient texts, so it must have existed.”

I had never heard of it, but then I do not clutter my mind with trivialities such as tales of ancient sunken cities and such. They take up room that might be more usefully occupied by facts and theories related to solving crimes. I recall how Watson was shocked when he learned that I could not name the planets, and had no idea that they numbered eight. But really, of what use is such information? None.

“But no matter,” Davies went on. “Since the stone seemed impossible to fake, what this woman showed me had to be a genuine companion piece to the Abu Qir.”

“And of course, once you revealed yourself as discoverer of the stone in the paper, she wondered if she could see them side by side.”

Another sheepish look. “That, I fear, was my suggestion. As finder of the gem, I’d been given access to it for research purposes, and so I took her to the vault, and we laid our respective stones side by side on a velvet cloth. At that point I could see a variance in color between the two, but so slight as to be unnoticeable when they were apart. I asked her what she knew about the stones. She said the inscription was in what she called the Old Tongue from the First Age and was the name of an ancient god of the sea. Sailors of that time believed sapphires guaranteed a safe journey.”

“Did any of this make sense to you?”

He shook his head. “Not a bit. She was vague about dating this ‘Old Tongue’ and ‘First Age,’ saying it was wiped out by ‘the Cataclysm.’ And then abruptly she announced that she had packing to tend to and couldn’t stay any longer. She thanked me profusely for the opportunity to see the stones together. No cajoling on my part could delay her departure. With the greatest reluctance I handed back her stone and bid her adieu.”

“When do you think she made the switch?”

“I assume while she was telling me about the First Age,” he said, looking chagrinned. “I kept gazing into those amber eyes, never thinking to watch her hands. When she was ready to depart, I unknowingly handed her the original and packed away the copy. Two days later Doctor Carruthers immediately noticed something amiss when he saw the stone. He has a better eye than I, and a quick examination with his loupe confirmed that the Abu Qir Sapphire had been replaced with a glass copy. Since I was the last one to sign into that particular vault, I am, naturally, a suspect.”

“Of course you are. And since you know nothing more than the name the woman gave you, and are the only one who saw her face, you have nothing to fall back on. Anyone who saw you with her that night will assume her to be your accomplice.”

“But I did confirm with the police that she boarded a steamer bound for Port Said the very next day. The ship made its first stop in Brest where French authorities were on hand to arrest her when it arrived.”

“But she was not aboard.”

He looked upset. “True. But how can you know that?”

“Because if she’s anything like her mother, she’s too smart to allow herself to be apprehended so easily. The boat trip was misdirection, just like her stories of the ‘Old Tongue’ and the ‘First Age.’ She’s consistently made you look in the wrong direction—misdirection and legerdemain.”

“Where should I look, then? Where can she be?”

“Mark my words, Mister Davies: Madame de Medici is still in London. And I think I might know where.”

MADAME DE MEDICI THEN

We set out for London immediately in Davies’s Benz roadster. The evening was warm and I must say I found the rushing air refreshing. Engine and road noise made conversation all but impossible, so I lapsed into a reverie of my encounter with our quest’s mother more than three decades before.

The late 1870s were a time of great foment in the Middle East. The fall of the Ottoman Empire at the close of the Russo-Turkish War encouraged nationalist elements in the Egyptian army to revolt. Their overthrow of the government came at a time when years of abnormally low flooding of the Nile resulted in food shortages and starvation in Upper Egypt.

In 1879, leaving the riots and looting behind, Madame de Medici arrived in London. I knew nothing of this. I was engaged in the late summer of that year—August 24, to be precise—by Sir Reginald Serling to locate an Akkadian tablet dating back to 1800 BC that had been stolen from his home. He told me he did not wish the police involved because the tablet was delicate and he would not risk it being damaged by some blundering constable.

Of course, I didn’t believe that for a second. Many private collections contained ancient artifacts obtained through highly questionable channels that would not bear even the most cursory scrutiny. Nevertheless, he was offering a generous finder’s fee and the circumstances intrigued me.

To wit: Sir Reginald’s collection was eclectic, spanning many cultures, from Japan to East Africa. Upon my inspection of the premises I noted a collection of daggers with jeweled handles. The thief had left these untouched. Also untouched was a display of ancient gold coins which easily could have been melted down and sold off as ingots, leaving no link to the crime. Only a clay tablet had been taken.

Upon questioning, Sir Reginald seemed genuinely puzzled at the thief’s choice of the tablet. He said it had arrived in a lot he had purchased from a stall in a Cairo street bazaar before leaving Egypt. He’d had the tablet appraised and was told he might get one hundred guineas for it if he found the right buyer. Unless they were engraved with an image, Akkadian tablets were not terribly sought after. This one supposedly listed ingredients for an ointment. Because of the circumstances of its theft, he now suspected that it might be more valuable than he’d been led to believe. He wanted it back.

I began my investigation and, as it progressed, a mysterious lascar of ill repute surfaced and resurfaced. He ran the infamous Bar of Gold opium den in Upper Swandam Lane, a place I would frequent in disguise often in the future. But he lived elsewhere in Limehouse; his home was an anachronism, a relic from the Georgian era, the time before the docklands were built, before the Oriental influx that eventually resulted in Chinatown. I went there expecting to find this mysterious lascar. Instead, I found Madame de Medici.

I was met at the door by a dark-skinned, white-robed servant in slippers that matched the color of his red fez. His angular face traced a maze of fine wrinkles.

“The Madame is waiting for you,” he said with a slight lisp.

Hiding my shock, I followed him down a hallway. I had been expecting to meet a man, and had intended my visit to be a surprise.

The servant’s slippers made no sound as he led me down a series of well-lit and luxuriously decorated hallways, ending in a thick-carpeted chamber where an exotic woman reclined on a pillowed divan, smoking a mauve cigarette under the cloth-of-gold canopy obscuring the ceiling. She wore a long robe of Kashmiri silk. A low, inlaid table of Chinese design squatted between us. She exhaled a cloud of aromatic smoke as she fixed me with her amber stare.

“Mister Sherlock Holmes,” she said in languid tones. “I have heard your name mentioned in certain quarters. You are developing an interesting reputation.”

Carmine lips, ivory skin, ebony hair . . . I suppose she might have been considered beautiful by most men. I am not most men. Even then, in my early days of detection, I did not allow the physical attributes of either client or quarry to impinge upon my consciousness. Once you engage the emotions, you hamper clear reasoning. I tried to assess her ethnic origin but could not. Her age was equally obscure. I put her at thirty, thirty-five at most—about five to ten years older than I at the time—but she radiated a calm authority that was ageless. A woman used to having her way.

“You have me at a disadvantage, Madame.”

“De Medici,” she said.

The name suggested Italian descent, but she possessed no Italian features.

“Honored,” I replied. “I am looking for a certain lascar–”

“No, you are looking for that,” she said, pointing her cigarette at a velvet-wrapped bundle that sat between a beige envelope and a delicate silver bell on the table. “I do not wish to waste your time. Do not waste mine. Don’t be shy. You may look.”

I parted the velvet folds and beheld a dun-colored clay tablet engraved with rows of unfamiliar symbols. Most unimpressive.

“Is this Sir Reginald’s?” I asked, for I had never seen it.

“No, it is mine—mine for quite a long time. That is until rioters looted it from my Luxor house earlier this year.”

She knocked the ashes off her cigarette into a silver bowl at her side. I noticed a gold ring engraved with an image of Bast. A feline human and a feline goddess. It glinted when she spoke.

“Sir Reginald says he bought it from a street vendor.”

“That may well be, but that does not grant him ownership of stolen property. It has been a de Medici possession for many, many centuries.”

“Still, it comes down to your word against his.”

“Precisely. That is one of the reasons I wished to meet you. The first is because you have been quite dogged and rather clever in tracking me down. I thought I had used the lascar to cover my tracks rather well, yet here you are.” She smiled and it changed her face in such a way that it might have melted any other man’s heart. “The other reason is so that you can deliver a message to Sir Reginald. The envelope is next to the tablet.”

Lifting the square beige envelope, I immediately appreciated the silk paper with fine threads running through it. Handmade and of the highest quality, with “Sir Reginald Serling” inscribed on the front in an odd, squared-off hand, obviously written with a quill. On the back, a disk of red wax with a scarab seal.

I held it up. “May I enquire . . . ?”

“Of course. I wish to live an unobtrusive life, to come and go anywhere in the world as I please with no one caring and no one the wiser. Therefore I despise conflict. It attracts attention, so I always settle conflicts. To that end I have invited Sir Reginald to meet with me, just the two of us, so that we might discuss this calmly and rationally. I intend to offer him another antiquity of even greater value in place of the tablet.”

“That seems fair,” I said. “Quite generous, in fact.”

“I have a rather extensive collection spread all over the world. I store quite a few items right here in London, so I am sure we can arrive at an accommodation that will leave us both satisfied.”

“Then it appears our business here is done,” I said.

That smile again. “You may linger if you wish.”

“Duty calls,” I said, pocketing the envelope. “I am obliged to deliver this without delay.”

“As you wish.” She rang the little silver bell and the red-slippered servant re-appeared. “Good day, Mister Holmes. Until we meet again.”

I doubted that would ever happen.

I returned to Sir Reginald and told him her offer of a valuable substitute for the tablet. I presented him with the letter which he tore open, read, then tossed to me.

“Outrageous! She has no idea who she’s dealing with!”

I glanced at the message, artful in its succinctness:

Sir Reginald—

Regret the inconvenience

Equanimity is my goal

Madame de Medici

At the bottom she listed a time—eight P.M.—and an address. I thought it rather odd that the address was not the lascar’s house but on a neighboring street, one block south.

When I asked Sir Reginald if he was going to inform the police, he angrily responded that the tablet was his and he would settle for nothing less. He didn’t need the police. He would take two “stout men” with him to the address Madame de Medici had given and return with the tablet “come hell or high water.”

I might have offered to accompany him were he going alone, but since he was not, I informed him that I had discharged my duty in locating the tablet and the rest was not my concern. He grudgingly paid me my finder’s fee and I departed.

I learned later that Sir Reginald and two other men left his house that evening and were never seen again. When the police questioned me about his disappearance—his household staff had, of course, reported me as a recent visitor—I told them about Madame de Medici and gave the address she had given Sir Reginald, as well as that of the lascar’s house. They found no trace of the Madame in either place. No one in the neighborhood—mostly Han Chinese at the time—would admit that they had ever seen or heard of her. As for myself, I never expected to hear of her again.

MADAME DE MEDICI NOW

The hour was late when Davies and I arrived in London but I didn’t think we should wait until morning. I advised him to park his roadster at his home in Belgravia and we’d take an electric hackney into Limehouse.

“I knew this was not a savory neighborhood,” Davies said as we made our way towards the docklands, “but I never imagined . . .”

“Not your usual environs, I imagine. Not mine either, I dare say, although I was well familiar with the area before I retired.”

Limehouse had deteriorated even further since I’d departed for Sussex. Shipbuilding and shipping remained its major industries, but the population was now almost completely Oriental. Even at this late hour the streets were full of Chinamen, coolies, and Malaysians, some obviously under the influence of the poppy.

When we arrived at the address I had originally known as the lascar’s house, which over the decades had passed to a Eurasian named Zani Chada, the upper windows were lit so I assumed someone was home. Instead of stopping, I told the driver to keep moving and take us around the block.

“There!” I said, pointing at a dark narrow entrance to a house on the neighboring street. “Mark that address well, driver. After you drop us at our destination, I want you to wait right here and make yourself available to a young woman should she exit and look for a cab. No matter where she tells you to go, bring her around to us. And if she fails to hire you, follow her.”

The fellow gave me an odd look, but said, “As you wish, sir.”

The look from Davies mimicked the driver’s. “Holmes, I don’t understand.”

“I’ll explain later,” I told him.

The dark house matched the address her mother had given Sir Reginald all those many years ago, and I’d noticed that it backed up to what was now Zani Chada’s house. I had a suspicion . . .

Soon we stood before the Chada house.

“This is a long shot,” I told Davies as I hammered the door’s iron knocker against its plate.

“Surely you don’t expect her to let us in.”

“Of course not, but this is a place to start. Someone must eventually answer. I’ll keep knocking until–”

The door swung open. Instead of the tall servant of my previous visit, a squat, turbaned little man met us. He appeared Nepalese.

“The Madame awaits,” he said in thickly accented English.

The sense of déjà vu was almost overwhelming. Like mother, like daughter.

Davies grabbed my arm. “Holmes, this smells of a trap. She could be keeping an army of these little savages ready to overwhelm us.”

“We are not characters in a penny dreadful,” I told him. “And neither is this woman.”

I had an advantage of having lived through this before. If she was anything like her mother, the Madame was planning a negotiation. I could see no mutually satisfactory end to this affair, but decided, for the sake of my companion, to let the drama proceed to its predestined finale.

We followed the waddling Nepalese down the same series of hallways I’d traveled before, ending in the same silk-draped chamber. But this time no languid beauty lounged on a divan. Instead, a raven-haired young woman clad in a snug leather jacket, jodhpurs, and leather boots paced before the low inlaid table. Her frown became a bright smile as her amber gaze found me.

“Mister Sherlock Holmes!” she cried. “What took you so long?”

The sight of her rendered me momentarily speechless. Not because of her question, but because . . .

“You’re her!” I said, finding my voice.

“Of course I am,” she said. “Who else would I be?”

“I thought you were her daughter but you’re the same woman—Madame de Medici herself.”

“Daughter?” she said with a laugh. “I have no daughter, no children at all.”

“But this can’t be!” I felt the need to sit but steeled my knees. “You haven’t aged a day!”

“A careful diet does wonders for the skin.”

She was toying with me. At the very least she had to be in her mid-sixties, yet she had not aged a day since I’d last seen her. And it was her. I pride myself on the ability to pick up on nuances of behavior—they are like a fingerprint. My first meeting with Madame de Medici is etched upon my memory. No question: This was the same woman.

“Daughter, mother—irrelevant!” Davies cried. “Whoever you are, you stole—”

“Please, Mister Davies,” she said, aiming her amber stare his way, “you are being rude. I am renewing my acquaintance with Mister Holmes.” She turned back to me. “Our meeting was so brief last time. But I have avidly followed your exploits, courtesy of your friend, Doctor Watson, and so I feel as if we are old friends. You were only locally known back then. Now you are world famous.”

“And you, Madame,” I said, managing to keep my composure. “How have you spent the intervening years? Here in London, or in Luxor?”

Her smile widened. “You remembered! No, my Luxor home is but one of many. I divide my time between a dozen locales, all of which provide easy access to remnants of the ancient world.”

“To sate your love of antiquities?”

“Quite.”

I could see Davies chafing to speak but I needed more answers.

“Sir Reginald disappeared shortly after our meeting. Do you know anything about that?”

She shrugged her slim shoulders. “He burst into Kwee’s house armed with a pistol along with two men carrying truncheons.”

“Kwee’s house—would that be where you told him to meet you?”

“Yes. Sir Reginald came early, before I’d had a chance to tell Kwee to expect him. Mister Kwee is a very private person and does not take kindly to threats.”

“I see. And what happened to Sir Reginald and his companions?”

“I have no idea. Mister Kwee told me that they ‘went away’ and would say no more. But enough about Sir Reginald. What about you? I was devastated to learn you had retired.”

“I decided on a graceful exit.”

“I gathered that. And I decided to lure you back for a chat.”

Davies could contain himself no longer. “Surely you didn’t steal the Abu Qir Sapphire just for that!”

Her voice turned cold. “I did not steal it. But I made mention of knowing Mister Holmes so that you would run straight to him when you needed help.”

Which was exactly what Davies did. A most clever woman.

“You can’t possibly deny you stole the sapphire.”

“As I recall, Mister Davies, you placed it in my hand yourself.”

“Not knowing you had made a switch! Admit you stole it!”

A smile played about her lips. “My dear Mister Davies, how can one steal one’s own property?”

He barked a harsh laugh. “You cannot be serious!”

“I am very serious.”

“Then you are mad! That sapphire is ancient—so ancient no one can identify the language of the inscription, let alone translate it!”

The smile returned. “I did both for you a few nights ago.”

“The ‘Old Tongue’!” he scoffed. “The ‘First Age’! The name of an ancient god of the sea!”

“Well, that last part is not quite true. Actually the stone is inscribed with my name.”

“Madness!” he cried.

“Tell me,” I said. “What name is inscribed on the stone? Surely not ‘de Medici.’”

She smiled. “Surely not.”

“What then?”

“You’ve already seen the transliteration.”

Had I? When?

“Never mind names,” Davies said. “The sapphire can’t be yours. It has been lying on the bottom of Abu Qir Bay for longer than any human has been alive. It most likely washed out of Heracleion after it sank, and that was over two thousand years ago!”

“Yes,” she said. “It sank quite quickly, I was told. They built it on a sandy island and all the weight softened the sand, taking everything down. Those who were there at the time escaped with only the possessions they could carry. Residents who were elsewhere in the world lost everything.”

“You speak as if—never mind. I demand you return the sapphire immediately!”

Her expression hardened. “I maintain my claim of prior ownership.”

Davies turned to me with his hands raised in frustration. “Holmes! What am I to do?”

I did not have an answer for him. I would have called her mad too except for the fact that this woman had not aged a day in nearly three and a half decades. I could not for an instant accept that she had been a resident of Heracleion, but how old was she?

“La belle dame sans merci,” I said. “The Madame appears more concerned with objects than people.”

“Because people are transient,” she said. “They invariably depart. Things, on the other hand, are more loyal. Things remain. However,” she added, “I am not without sympathy for your plight, Mister Davies. I am willing to offer objects of similar antiquity and value to ease your pain.”

“I am afraid that is un–” Davies began, but the woman cut him off.

“Do not be too hasty, Mister Davies.” Moving with feline grace, she stepped to the rear wall and slid back a panel, revealing a lighted closet lined with shelves. “You may have your choice.”

When she stepped inside, I slipped closer, suspecting it might be more than a closet, but she reemerged almost immediately with a handful of bright yellow disks.

“These, for instance,” she said, holding them out. “Ptolemaic coins—solid gold.”

“I cannot settle for less than the Abu Qir Sapphire. The Society will accept nothing else.”

“Very well, then . . .”

She stepped back inside and I was already moving forward when she slid the panel closed behind her. My fingers were mere inches short of the edge when the panel merged flush with the surrounding wall.

OUTFLANKED

“Davies!” I cried. “Help me find the release!”

He seemed frozen in shock for an instant, then shook it off and leaped forward.

“She’s mad!” he said. “Locking herself in a closet proves it!”

“Don’t talk like a fool! It’s the entrance to a tunnel.”

“How can you be sure? Where can it go?”

“To the place she calls Kwee’s house. Now stop talking and find a way to open this panel. There must be—here!”

My fingernails had found a shallow groove along the edge. I pulled and a tiny lever angled out, releasing the panel. Sliding it aside, I stepped into the empty closet, only to be met with another barrier.

“One of these cabinets must move. Find it!”

We wasted a good half minute pushing and pulling on the shelves until one of them levered downward under Davies’s pressure and a section of the wall, shelves and all, swung back. Utter darkness faced us.

In our rush from Sussex, I had neglected to bring a torch, so I eased my foot forward and down until I found a step.

“Careful, Davies. These will lead us down to an underground passage to Kwee’s house.”

“How can you possibly know that?”

“Follow me but watch your footing.” After we had descended ten steps and were inching our way along a narrow passage, I explained. “As soon as I saw the relative locations of the two houses, I knew there had to be a hidden passage. I assume Madame de Medici is the true owner of both. She told me once she likes to come and go as she pleases, ‘with no one caring and no one the wiser.’ This passage allows her to enter one house and depart from another—with no one the wiser.”

The light from the room behind us provided scant illumination, but was better than nothing. I moved carefully, taking long but slow strides until, after perhaps twenty yards, my leading foot caught the lowest step on a new stairway, leading up.

“Stay close,” I whispered. “We don’t know what awaits.”

I led the way up to find our path blocked by a sturdy wooden door. Finding the knob, I gave it a twist. It turned but the door would not budge.

“We must break through, Davies!”

She was getting too far ahead. The manner in which she had been dressed gave me an uneasy feeling, and I had no idea whether our driver would follow her as directed.

“Shouldn’t we call the police?” Davies said as he squeezed beside me on the top step.

“No time! Put your shoulder to it. We’ll have at it together on my count. One-two-three!”

On the first try I heard the door jamb crack. On the second we broke through and stumbled into a pantry. Its door stood open. As we stepped out into a dank hallway, I heard the faint clatter of a horse’s hooves from the side of the house.

“She’s outplayed us, Davies!” I’d suspected she had a horse ready when I spied her jodhpurs, but by then I’d committed to a course of action that did not allow proper adjustment. “To the front! Perhaps we can still catch her!”

We burst through the front door and reached the sidewalk just as she galloped past our waiting car. I saw her toss something through the rear window on her way by.

“That’s her!” I said to the driver as we jumped into the car. “After her!”

“I’m sorry, sir,” the driver said as he put the car in gear. “I assumed she’d be on foot.”

“So did we. Go!”

It proved a brief pursuit, lasting no more than two blocks, at which point she guided her mount into a narrow, crowded side street. The pedestrians parted for her, then closed behind her, blocking the way. Despite our driver sounding his horn and shouting at the top of his lungs, the throng of Orientals would not let us pass.

“What are we to do, Mister Holmes?” Davies said.

I could only shrug. “Pursuit is hopeless. She has homes all over the world, and perhaps all over London. She will be aboard a ship today or tomorrow or in two weeks, bound for the continent or the Middle East or the Americas.”

“We found her today!”

“Only because she allowed it.”

He leaned back and closed his eyes. “Then I am ruined!”

“Not so, Mister Davies. We shall return to the Chada house and empty her closet of antiquities, which you shall transport to the Egypt Exploration Society. I’m sure their total value—especially those Ptolemaic gold coins—will equal or even exceed the worth of the sapphire. You will admit you were duped and offer the Madame’s horde as recompense.”
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