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Chapter One



Of an evening in late March, after I had resumed my residence at 221B Baker Street with my friend, Mister Sherlock Holmes, we returned to the house fairly late after spending several hours reestablishing our deeper friendship over dinner and port. I have often portrayed Holmes as insufferably proud and cold, far more brains than heart, but this is primarily due to his disposition regarding the need to challenge his mental faculties. If his brain is duly exercised and the matter is of real weight, he is an enormously sympathetic listener, and so I found him as I related my last months with my dearest Mary, whom I had recently lost to a bout of lung fever.




“She was all that is good and estimable in a woman,” he assured me. “And she is sorely missed, my friend.”




That she was, but having unburdened my grief into my friend’s bosom and having nourishment enough to satisfy, exercise enough to tire, and port enough to relax, I was in a warm and sleepy mood when we returned to the little house.




“Do not shuffle off to bed so quickly, Watson,” Holmes advised me as Mrs. Hudson took his coat. “I expect a visitor shortly.”




“And on what deductive logic do you base your conclusion?” I asked him. “There are no telegrams on the table, nor letters. Mrs. Hudson?”




“Not I, sir,” she answered. “There’s been no knock on the door for more than a day now.”




“The lad across the street,” Holmes indicated, nodding towards one of the front windows.




“A young roustabout taking advantage of the evening air,” I surmised. 




“Reading The Times?” Holmes asked me. “And angling the visor of his cap so his features cannot readily be seen all whilst checking the movements on the street and keeping direct line of sight on our front door? No, he has some interest in our residence, dear doctor, and I suspect he will be over shortly.”




As I watched, the lad in question got to his feet, folded his paper and tucked it into a curious satchel, one with a strap that crossed his chest, much like a dispatch bag. Then, checking every direction possible, he crossed the street with purpose and alacrity, and headed straight for our front door.




“He’s older than he looks,” I said, judging some of the boy’s character from his poise and self-assurance. 




Holmes joined me at the window.




“And where do you believe he comes from?” Holmes asked.




“Well, I…I couldn’t say,” I answered, squinting at the details of the boy’s clothing. “His clothes are all second hand, and they’re all slightly too big. Hand-me-downs from an older brother, I presume.”




“On the contrary,” Holmes contradicted me, “while they are second hand, they are purchased, not given, and fairly new to this person. Some items, like the shirt, indicate the wearer had long limbs, but others, like the coat, where the cuffs do not reach his wrists, are from someone who was heavier instead of taller. In short, each article of clothing comes from a different person.”




“Hence a second hand shop,” I concluded. “Do you ever get tired of being right?”




“What is there in being right that could possibly tire me?” he asked in return.




Our lad reached the stoop, climbed it with youth’s vigor, and knocked firmly at our door. Holmes answered. With his features revealed by the light of our abode, I found myself reconsidering my judgment of his years. He was probably no more than sixteen or seventeen, for he had no beard or whiskers, of middle height, and small boned and slender as a girl. He was dressed for warmth with cap, scarf, coat, and gloves over those same second hand clothes that an office apprentice might wear. His cap encompassed nearly all his head, save for his face, and I had only an indication of brown hair from his hairline just above his ear. His eyes were a remarkable shade of blue, and his features were even and attractive, if a little feminine even for his young age.




“Good evening,” Holmes greeted him.




“Hi,” the young man answered. “I’m looking for Sherlock Holmes. Is that you?”




And in one sentence, our visitor revealed himself to be, of all things, American.




“It is,” Holmes replied. “How may I be of service.”




The lad appeared to brace himself, as one does when one approaches another for a favor.




“Mister Holmes, I have a real problem I need to discuss with you. It’s,” and here he spotted me, considered something unhappily, and then continued, “The details are, well, they’re not going to be very believable, but I’m hoping you’ll investigate.”




Holmes eyes narrowed in interest, and I could see him scan the boy’s face, searching for further information.




“And the severity of the issue?” he asked.




“Murder,” the boy replied. “Several of them, some of them won’t look like murder, and the rest won’t appear connected.”




“You’d better come in,” Holmes said, inviting the lad in with a sweep of his hand. “Mrs. Hudson, tea, if you please.”




Mrs. Hudson was not pleased to be called upon for kitchen duty at this late hour, but I noticed the boy didn’t decline or protest. Instead, he was staring all around him, absorbing the details of our parlor as if he stood in a shrine. He paid particular attention to the mantle, where Holmes’s Persian slipper sat, stuffed with tobacco, and next to it lay his pipe, while further down a cabineted photograph frame stood with a tintype of the late Irene Adler within. To the right of the mantle were the initials VR for Victoria Regina, drawn by Holmes with his revolver in a fit of afternoon boredom several years previously. He drank it all in as if he stood in a favorite panorama of at the natural history museum.




“Your name?” Holmes asked him politely.




“Call me Summers,” he replied, unruffled. “Don Summers.”




“Mister Summers,” Holmes replied, “won’t you take a seat.”




Summers did so, keeping his coat and hat, but removing his gloves and clasping his hands between his knees.




“Sorry about that,” he apologized, “but I’ve been freezing cold since I got here, and it takes forever for me to warm back up.”




If he were from one of the warmer climes of America, I could see where a late London winter would chill him, but it also indicated perhaps a wish to conceal something. I glanced at Holmes who had not reacted or made any overt comment. He simply sat and absorbed all the facts that presented themselves to him.




“Please describe the events you refer to,” Holmes said to our visitor.




“My information is almost entirely second-hand or taken from observation after the fact,” Mister Summers told us. “Three weeks ago, shortly after arriving in London, I went to the British Museum. I could spend days there, if I had the time. In the exhibit on Chinese antiquities, there is—or was—a necklace. It’s bronze links crafted to look like seaweed, and it’s set with pearls, cabochon rubies, and three very large opals. The middle and largest opal has a strange blemish. It’s a shadow that moves with the viewer’s angle. The Chinese called the stone The Moon of The Plague Bringer or Kara-Kudai, also called Da Shu Ken, the rat god of the steppes.”




“It sounds like a fascinating piece,” I observed. “Having historical, artistic, and possibly even religious value. Was it stolen?”




Holmes had, of course, assisted the British Museum on multiple cases of small thefts. The conservators who worked there were as fallible as any in matters of morality, but as Holmes had noted, they had the education and ambition to be quite troublesome if they chose a path of criminality.




“Stolen may be too simple a way to describe it,” Summers answered.




“Please continue,” Holmes said, taking a cigarette out.




“I recognized the necklace from my studies,” our visitor continued, then paused to open his satchel and take out a roll of papers. “Here’s a drawing of it.”




He handed the paper to Holmes, who inspected it briefly before giving it to me. Knowing Holmes could read a thousand things from one scrap of paper, I considered it. The paper was of good quality, with a Parisian watermark. The drawing was by lead pencil, carefully inked over with a pen, and it was clear Summers had some training as a draftsman. The necklace would be unmistakable to even a casual observer.




Summers the unbent the remainder of his papers—newspaper clippings, diagrams, and copious notes.




“The necklace was displayed with several other pieces of jewelry,” he explained, “but it was obvious to me that it had been moved several times while the others hadn’t. The stand left points on the tabletop where there was no dust. At the same time, the necklace, when I studied it, needed to be cleaned. There were some discolorations, droplets, and gummy residue in the joints. The other jewelry was in a much better state.




“Knowing the history of the necklace,” he continued, his voice darkening and expression closing in, “I went to The Times reading room and began searching for articles concerning the staff in that department of the museum. I also started talking to the cleaning women, guards, docents, and conservators, whoever I could find. Six months ago, the head of the Chinese antiquities department, Doctor Fabian Turner, was found at the bottom of the stairwell, his neck broken. The police investigated and ruled it an accidental death. The museum named Edgar Thiftwell as his interim replacement.”




“Yes, I remember,” Holmes said. “Lestrade called me in on that one, Watson. An ugly business. The man’s neck wasn’t simply broken. His head was smashed in from the fall. From my calculations, he had to have stood up on the railing on the top floor, jumped and purposefully plummeted headfirst down the stairwell. The coroner chose to rule it a death by misadventure instead of suicide, to spare his widow and children the public ignominy. I did not argue the point.”




“He didn’t jump,” Summers said. “He was murdered.”




Holmes gave a bark of disbelieving laughter. “I beg your pardon, Summers, but I was at the scene an hour after the body was discovered. I found no evidence of foul play.”




“You wouldn’t,” Summers answered. “No one would. The thing that killed him wouldn’t leave a boot print, a thumbprint, or any other evidence for you to find. That’s the problem.”




He looked away for a moment, and I saw exhaustion sketched across his features. Mrs. Hudson returned with a tray of tea things, and seeing Mister Summers dispirited attitude, poured him a cup. He accepted it with thanks and held it, not by the handle, but like a small bowl, allowing the delicate porcelain to warm his hands. His fingers, I noted, were slender and pale. He bore the mark of a ring on his right ring finger, and his fingertips were stained with ink. His fingernails were otherwise well kept, unusually so.




“The same night Doctor Turner died, preceding it by three hours,” Summers continued, “a prostitute by the name of Ellen Noakes was killed in an attack so vicious, the first three people on the scene fainted or were otherwise taken ill. The police report stated that the walls were painted red with blood. like someone had thrown pails of it. She was eviscerated, torn limb from limb, and her throat and face were chewed as, and I’m quoting, ‘by some enormous rat’.”




“That was not in London,” Holmes stated, leaning forward.




“No,” Summers agreed. “It was in Edinburgh, and I only got confirmation of it three days ago. A month after Noakes’ and Turner’s deaths, the interim head, Thriftwell, disappeared. His body washed up in Marseilles a week later, badly decomposed. The coroner was unable to determine cause of death. The day before he disappeared, a nine year old girl named Tatyana Israelevich, daughter of Russian immigrants in the East End, went missing. Her remains were discovered three months ago, beneath the loading dock of an abandoned warehouse. They’ve got a good police force down there. I talked to the detective who worked the scene. He’s a fan of yours. They also have a good coroner, and he established that—from the lack of blood, animal disturbance, and missing parts—the body was moved to the spot after death.”




Both of us sat forward and listened to the boy’s quiet tale. My soul filled with horror at the details he provided. Summers took a deep breath and handed the roll of articles, notes, and drawings to Holmes.




“Four months ago, another girl—a twelve year old seamstress named Hattie Fuller went missing from Cheapside. She hasn’t been found. The day after she went missing, a new interim head of the Chinese Antiquities department was named, Doctor Lionel Schlessinger. A month after that, a delivery of money and untraceable bearer bonds to a private firm missed its scheduled arrival in Manchester. The wagon was found in a back alley. The men and horses were dead as if they’d been struck down by an invisible hand. The coroner was unable to determine cause of death. Three days later, Schlessinger opened new accounts at three banks and a brokerage firm. He bought, outright, two buildings that I’ve been able to find, and there may be more.”




“Was there a girl or young woman taken the day before or the night of?” Holmes asked quietly.




Summers looked up, and I saw a terrible despair in his eyes.




“Mister Holmes,” he said in his soft, light voice, “this is London. It’s the largest city on the face of the planet. There are five and a half million people living here, and the poor here are some of the poorest in the world. They can starve to death, and no one notices. I’ve been here just over three weeks, and it’s taken me that long to find the first three deaths. Girls, multiple girls, go missing every single day, and most of them are never seen alive again, but because they’re poor, they don’t have family, or they’re prostitutes, the police don’t investigate. They don’t even keep a decent record of the number of inquiries.




“Every month for the last six months,” he continued, “some girl dies a gruesome death and the same night or the following, something happens that benefits Doctor Lionel Schlessinger—the death of a superior, his appointment, a sudden windfall of wealth. He married an heiress three months ago. I can’t find out what he’s gotten the past two months, but the cleaning ladies tell me that his clothes have gotten smarter. One of the clerks said he’d bought a new brougham and team and hired a driver, something he could never have afforded previously.




“He’s getting smarter. If he owns property, he doesn’t have to dump his victims’ remains or travel out of London to avoid creating a pattern. He’s got lawyers covering his paper trail, and whatever he’s stealing for funds, he’s making it untraceable.”




“The dates of the events you name do not accord with a month’s time by the calendar,” Holmes told him.




“Not calendar months, Mister Holmes,” Summers answered. “Lunar. Twenty-eight days.”




“You see a connection between these disappearing, murdered girls and Schlessinger’s unlikely good fortune,” Holmes stated.




Summers nodded.




“But if, as you say—and I agree with you—any number of girls go missing every day and come to horrific fates, why connect a murder in Edinburgh, disappearances in the East End, and a body left in Sussex to this man?” he asked. 




“Because of the necklace,” he said. “The Moon of the Rat God was created to summon Da Shu Ken when it was placed around the neck of a girl or woman on the first night of the full moon. Doing so allows the Rat God to claim the girl as his sacrificial bride. She doesn’t survive the experience. Once the Rat God is sated, it owes the summoner a favor. It can speak to people in dreams, control fire, possess people who are drunk or stoned, teleport small objects—that is, move them from one place to another without crossing the intervening space—and probably some other things that were never written down in the records I had access to.”




Flabbergasted by both the content of his words and the tone of his voice in relating the matter, I looked over at Holmes to gauge his reaction. His eyes had narrowed, and he studied the young man intently.




“Most people who confabulate such wild theories are content to harass the police,” he said, abrasive even for him. “Why come to me?”




“Because,” Summers said, returning his gaze, “tomorrow night is the first night of the full moon, the Moon of the Rat God was missing from its display case today, and I think Schlessinger spotted me.”




Holmes got to his feet and handed the bundle of documents to Mister Summers. He accepted them without quarrel and stowed them back in his satchel.




“I cannot help you,” Holmes said, his voice turned cold.




“Really, Holmes,” I started. The boy may have been demented by visions of a pagan god dealing death in the streets of London, but that didn’t mean there were no crimes committed by Schlessinger.




“It’s quite all right, Doctor Watson,” Summers replied, getting to his feet and pulling on his gloves. “I’m aware of how ridiculous my story is, and I’m quite familiar with Mister Holmes’s methods.”




Summers opened his coat and retrieved two cards from the inside pocket.




“This is where I’m currently staying,” he said, giving the first to Holmes. “I won’t be there if I see any sign of Schlessinger. If I have to take off, I’ll leave word with the barkeeper at the Goat and Compasses. Give him my name and the password Hentzau, and he’ll give you the means to contact me.




“This,” and he handed Holmes a second card, “is the location of a group known as the Watchers Council. They were no help to me, but I suspect they’d be willing to speak to you.”




With a nod, he bade us goodbye, and left by himself.







Chapter Two



Holmes sprang into action the moment the door closed behind young Mister Summers.




“Mrs. Hudson, I do not expect to be back tonight,” he announced, plunging into his room.




“Oh, there’s a shock my constitution never shall abide,” Mrs. Hudson sighed.




I paused to help her gather up the items from the tea, noting that Summers had drunk all the tea in his cup and pocketed every biscuit on the plate beside him. 




“Watson!” Holmes barked.




I sighed myself and glanced at Mrs. Hudson.




“Duty does call,” I told her. 




“Dulce et decorum est,”fn1 she replied.




I found Holmes in the middle of stripping off his collar and jacket while diving into the bag of cosmetics he employs in his various disguises.




“Would you be so kind as to follow Summers and ensure he reaches his current housing safely,” he said, “and when you are done, take a cab to this Watchers Council and beg entrance on some invented matter and provide me with an account as to the particulars of their dwelling.”




“And what will you be doing?” I asked, taking the card he held out to me.




“I have at minimum six people whom I must speak to before morning breaks,” he answered, slathering gum spirit on his upper lip.




“Lestrade?”




“Seven, if you must,” he answered, then shot a glance at me. “Be off with you, Doctor! Time, tide, and Summers will wait for no man, and certainly not on an evening such as this.”




I left my exasperating friend, collected my coat and hat as well as my service pistol, and left through the front door to follow the young Summers. Baker Street is a mere quarter of a mile to a well populated hansom stand and only another few streets to an omnibus stop. While the night was both dark and foggy, I did not find it difficult to catch up with our visitor. While he was admirably cautious about the traffic, he appeared to pay little or no attention to the people around him, and after speaking briefly to a hansom driver, hopped in, and was taken away.




Summers had the driver drop him off several blocks away from his eventual destination, a street near Covent Garden remarkable for there being only one bawdy house. As he made his way, his manner changed, becoming much more watchful. He paused to speak to a child and gave her a tuppence, then half a block later, spoke for several minutes to an old woman, pulled a bag out of his satchel, and handed it to her. The old woman was clearly moved and spent half a minute blessing him, which he waved away and finally asked her to be silent on the matter. I stayed where I could be, if not out of sight, then at least not noticeable in the grimy London fog.




Summers went to a smaller house and climbed the steps, taking a latchkey from his pocket. I counted the doors down, went to the alley that ran behind that row, and trotted alongside the back gardens, tumbledown sheds, and outhouses until I came up on the house he had entered. Just outside the gate was a wagon, its bed covered by a tarp, and the driver sitting, watching the house with eagle eyes. I am not the man Holmes is for spotting a lifetime’s worth of information in a glance, but I could see in my own glance that it was not a rented wagon for it was in poor repair, the driver was not especially skilled as the horse was restive and tossing his head, and there was not a single coach house along this narrow alley for either the residence in question or any of their neighbors to keep a horse and wagon.




I took out my pistol and importuned the man in question.




“Dismount,” I ordered. “Now.”




He reached across his body for a weapon, so I merely grabbed him by his jacket and hauled him bodily from his seat. With a bit of strength, I was able to pull him free and tumble him into the noisome muck that ran down the middle of the alley. Knowing he most certainly had compatriots in the house, and that Summers had walked into a trap, I had no time to question him and no ability to take him prisoner.




“Run,” I said, cocking the hammer on my revolver.




He scrambled to his feet and took to his heels back the direction I’d come. I reached up, took the reins from where they’d fallen and looped them to the wheel brake, released the brake, and gave the horse a good smack on the rump. It startled and trotted two more houses down. Not perfect, but if the man’s partners made it out with Summers, they’d have to work for their escape. 




I went in through the back gate, through a neglected and weedy kitchen garden, and as I reached the back door, I heard the distinct sounds of a struggle—glass breaking, loud thumps and bangs, and a choked cry of pain. The door was unlocked, and I stepped in. The main hallway ran from the front door between the parlor and the stairwell back to the kitchen I stood in, and at the end, I could see Summers struggling against two foes. One of them had a cloth clamped to the boy’s mouth. The other was trying to capture his legs and bind them with a rope, but Summers kicked like a mule and thrashed against both of them. He had a baton in his right hand, but the closeness of the hallway and the crowding of the attackers made it impossible for him to wield it successfully.




I strode in, pistol raised, and when the second man looked up at me, he dropped Summers’s legs and went for his own weapon. I struck him across the temple, dazing him, and then kicked him in the stomach for good measure. He dropped to the floor. The first man released Summers, who slipped and fell in a heap, coughing and gasping wildly, and brought his own pistol up. With Summers out of the line of fire, I shot him before he could shoot me. It still astonishes me that in such close quarters it is so very difficult to land a shot, but I did manage to hit him in the shoulder. He reeled, dropped his gun, and clutched the wound. There was a moment of absolute silence as the two attackers measured their odds and, coming to the same conclusion, took flight out the front door.




Holmes would be furious I hadn’t kept one of them for questioning, but I was more worried about Summers’s disposition at the time. His cap had been knocked off in the struggle, and his scarf and coat had been pulled away. In the dim light of the hallway, I held my hand out to him.




“Ease up, lad,” I told him. “You’re in one piece.”




“Oh, what the hell was that?” he asked, taking my hand and coughing again.




I pulled him to his feet and bent over to pick up the cloth that had fallen away. It reeked of chloroform.




“That was the work of someone who is not a doctor,” I told Summers. “How do you feel?”




“Really, really gross,” he replied, leaning against the wall and holding his head.




I took that to mean dizzy, weak, and nauseated, as exposure to chloroform will turn most individuals.




“Breathe deeply,” I advised him, looking for a lamp. “It will pass. It’s virtually impossible to render someone unconscious with chloroform against their will, and even if they’d managed it, you’d have woken up in their wagon five minutes later.”




I found a lamp in the dimness of the parlor, took a book of lucifers from my pocket, lit the wick, and trimmed it. The buildings here, many old and decrepit, were not all plumbed for gaslights, so we were best sticking to whatever light source was on hand.




“Still, you fought like a lion,” I assured him, turning back into the hallway. “Had the odds been in your…favor…”




I stopped, stunned into silence. In the refulgent light of the lamp, Summers’s features were not that of boy yet to reach manhood but of a young woman. With the cap gone, her hair—long, brown, and lustrous—was snagged from its braid and fell around her face. Her scarf had served to disguise the slenderness of her throat, now bare to the collar of her shirt and marred by two pink scars over her left jugular. The jacket, clearly too big for her, was bulked out with folded newspapers and hung open on her small frame. 




She pressed the back of her hand to the corner of her mouth, wiping a little blood away.




“Those ruffians,” I growled, wishing I’d given them more than a flesh wound. “Are you all right, miss?”




She laughed, low and rueful. 




“I’m just as fine as I was twenty seconds ago,” she replied, “and better than I was before you came in. I guess Holmes told you to follow me?”




I was caught out in Holmes’s errand.




“He asked me to ensure that you reached your destination safely,” I answered.




“He had me figured out before I sat down,” she said, standing straight. “I wonder what gave me away. I’ve been able to get away with it for the most part, and the only people who’ve spotted me are women, and they haven’t said any— oh, s––, Mrs. Hampton.”




Before I could even react to her use of language, she bolted for the stairs.




“Mrs. Hampton?” she called. “Mrs. Hampton!”




The pitch of her voice in conversation was low enough to register as a boy’s, but once her emotions were aroused, it increased until her feminine distress was apparent. I took her fear for this other woman to mean someone, presumably her landlady, had been here when her attackers arrived.




“Miss Summers, please wait,” I said, catching up to her. “There may still be danger.”




She paid no attention to me but darted up the stairs and began checking the bedrooms. By the time I reached the head of the stairs, she’d looked into each and found no one. She raced past me down the stairs, and I was left to follow. bringing the lamp with me. Miss Summers went into the kitchen and opened the door to the cellar, where a muffled voice called out.




“She’s in here!” the young woman declared.




I followed her down into the root cellar where a red-faced, angry woman was bound and gagged. Miss Summers took out a knife from some place on her person and made quick work of the ropes and gag. 




“Three men!” Mrs. Hampton protested. “Three of them, come in here without so much as a by-your-leave.”




“I am so sorry, Mrs. Hampton,” Miss Summers offered sincerely.




“Madam, are you well?” I inquired. 




“You tell me someone might ask about you and you’d rather I not say anything,” the woman continued, ignoring me entirely, “but this is— and what’s wrong with your hair? God’s teeth, you’re a girl!”




Miss Summers sighed.




“Yeah, you got me,” she admitted. “I could have spent the time to rebraid my hair and tuck it up under my hat, but I figured, hey, you might be hurt.”




“I don’t rent to girls!” Mrs. Hampton cried. “Only to men of good breeding!”




“Mrs. Hampton,” Miss Summers said in a very reasonable tone of voice, “your other boarder is a Slovakian anarchist who’s trying to build a bomb, which would be scary except for the part where he’s decided he has to reinvent gunpowder first, which would also be scary, except for how he thinks saltpeter is a plot by the Jews, so he’s only willing to use salt. If that’s your idea of a man of good breeding, you’re in the wrong line of work.”




“I don’t rent to girls or women,” Mrs. Hampton declared again. “You’ll have to go.”




“Really, Miss Summers, I would be most obliged if you’d allow me to help,” I told her. “This is, at best a questionable neighborhood, and—”




Summers turned around, gave me a look I suspect might have originated with Caesar the last time he saw Brutus, and went back up the stairs. Torn between a woman who might be in need of medical care and the young woman with whose safety Holmes had charged me, I hesitated.




“You never know what those girls get up to,” Mrs. Hampton complained to me. “A nice, solid gentleman with good employment. That’s what I want. Reliable, decent, trustworthy.”




I left her, still gesticulating to piles of potatoes and turnips, and went back up to the kitchen. I found Miss Summers upstairs, in the second bedroom, stuffing things into a carpet bag.




“Miss Summers—”




She turned around and held up her index finger.




“Let’s get something straight, Doctor Watson,” she said in a firm voice. “If I am wearing a dress, you can call me Miss Summers to your heart’s content, and I will answer every time. If, however, I am wearing pants, then you’ll do me the courtesy of not blowing my paper-thin cover, and call me Mister Summers. If you can’t manage that, then just call me Summers. Okay?”




I took a deep breath. Holmes and I had encountered many a difficult client and multiple challenging opponents in our time together. So far the only one I could compare Miss Summers to was the late Irene Adler, whom Holmes referred to as the woman. She was one of only four people who had ever outsmarted Holmes, and the only woman in the group. It wasn’t that I believed Miss Summers was likely to outwit Holmes or myself, but her habits clearly were at least as questionable, and her sanity far more in doubt.




“Miss Summers,” I began as gently as I could, “Holmes did ask me to ensure your safe return, and as you are no longer safe nor welcome in this, ah, residence, please allow me to secure a safe and comfortable place for you to reside while we investigate the claims you brought to us.”




She looked up at me, her gaze sharp and questioning.




“These are dark matters,” I explained, “and I would no more wish them on a young lady than I would on my dearly departed wife.”




Her eyes softened.




“I’m sorry about your wife, Doctor Watson,” she told me. “But, I can find a new place on my own, and I’d prefer to keep it that way. I’ve worn a skirt two of the twenty-three days I’ve been here, and those were the two days I couldn’t get a thing done. So, no, I won’t be sitting on a divan, sipping tea while you and Mister Holmes ‘investigate matters’. I told you the truth. There’s a man out there offering up girls as human sacrifices to a demon so he can get rich off it. Neither you nor Holmes believe me, but that’s okay, because I know he’s going to work the normal side of this with your help while I deal with the demonic and magical side. Maybe, just maybe, that’ll be enough to keep this guy from killing again.”




“The danger you face,” I started.




“Is something I’m actually kind of used to,” she replied. “A lot more used to than you are. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I should get while the getting’s good.”




She finished packing her carpet back, took a moment to untangle and rebraid her hair by touch, and tucked it all back under her cap. Then she buttoned her jacket and adjusted the hang of it and wound her scarf around her throat. In a moment, she was the same boy who’d knocked at the door of 221B Baker Street not quite two hours ago. Knowing what I hadn’t at the time, I could see the obvious signs of her femininity, but to someone who wasn’t expecting a young woman in trousers, she could pass as a boy.




“If you want to help me,” she said, “see if you can get the Watchers Council to lend you a volume titled Tales of the Manchurian North. It was compiled by Timothy Odair. They should have it in their library in London, and if there’s a book with information on how to break the rat god’s power, it’ll be that book. Ask for Clarence Peverell.”




I followed her down the stairs where Mrs. Hampton was still complaining about the various shortcomings of the feminine gender.




“Mrs. Hampton, may I present Doctor John Watson,” Miss Summers said. “Why don’t you tell him all about your rheumatism?”




“A doctor?” The woman’s face lit up. “Well, you see, Doctor, it’s my feet. I have this bunion—”




I looked back at Miss Summers, full of reproach, but she had already slipped out the front door, and by the time I’d extracted myself, there was no sign of her at all. I quartered the neighborhood, looking for her, but found nothing. It appeared that when Miss Summers did not wish to be followed, I was not to follow her.







The address for the Watchers Council was in the most fashionable Mayfair, close to Hyde Park. The building had nothing to recommend it and would have been forgettable if it had not been so brightly lit by gaslight lamps around the perimeter. Nothing larger than a mouse could have approached the house without someone observing it.




I had left the late evening and passed the cusp of night some hour or more ago but was gratified to find the building populated and active. While the exterior was, as I said, quite plain, the interior was richly appointed and softly hushed. I had the impression of a gentleman’s club—exclusive, moneyed, and extremely comfortable. A butler took my coat, hat, and gloves, never lifting an eyebrow at the weight of my revolver in the pocket. 




“A glass of sherry, sir?” he asked in funereal tones.




“Thank you, no,” I responded. 




“And how may I be of service?” he asked.




“Is Mister Clarence Peverell in residence tonight?” I asked, a note of hopeful familiarity in my voice.




“I shall enquire,” the butler assured me. “Whom shall I say is calling?”




“Doctor John Watson,” I replied and handed him a card, “late of the 66th Berkshire.”




“Please make yourself at home, sir,” the butler told me, indicating the large foyer and a smaller room clearly meant for visitors to entertain themselves.




Readying myself for a wait of at least twenty minutes, I perused my environs. Other than the small parlor, two hallways, a coat closet, a small office, and a great staircase opened off the foyer. Around the walls, well above my head was a series of coats of arms. I counted among them some of the great families, not just of England, but of all Europe. Hohenstahler, Saxe-Gothburg, Lancaster, Grimaldi, von Trapp, Rothschild, Rassendyll, and more. Members of this Watchers Council? Sponsors?




One of the hallways led past a series of offices and then to a door covered in green baize—back to the servants’ domain, then. The other opened into a conservatory of cunning design, the ferns, palms, and rhododendrons offering concealment and beauty to a large number of inhabitants. From the portion I could see above the stairs, I supposed there must be a number of guest rooms, such as gentlemen’s clubs often have for visiting members. Up above me, at the rail overlooking the foyer, were two girls, staring straight at me and conversing as if I couldn’t hear them.




“Jane, is it animal, vegetable, or mineral?” the first asked.




“Well, I’d say the brown implies vegetable or mineral, but in actuality, it is animal,” Jane replied.




“Very well,” the first girl said with great equanimity. “Reptile, amphibian, bird, or mammal?”




“As it has whiskers, Agatha,” Jane told her, “it is indubitably a mammal.”




It was at this point, diverted by their conversation, that I realized the girls were identical twins, perhaps eleven or twelve years old. 




“Is it a wombat?” Agatha asked.




“Don’t be silly,” Jane scolded her. “Wombats are native to Australia.”




“It could have swum,” Agatha protested.




Jane uttered a syllable of absolute contempt, forever sinking the notion of a wombat swimming round Cape Horn.




“Very well,” Agatha said, not at all discouraged. “Is it a short-beaked echidna?”




“No, it isn’t,” Jane told her. “Why are you obsessed with the Antipodes?”




“The Antipodes refer to New Zealand, not Australia,” I corrected her gently.




They stared at me as if I had been an actual short-beaked echidna with a superior knowledge of geography. Then they both looked up abruptly and listened for a moment before exchanging a look freighted with unspoken words.




“Is it a doctor, late from Marylebone by way of Covent Garden, a known associate of Mister Sherlock Holmes, the world famous sleuth and private consulting detective, with a first name of James and a last name of Watson?” Agatha asked, running her words together.




“Oh, I’m terribly afraid you’re wrong,” Jane told her sister. 




“What?”




“It’s a doctor, late from Marylebone by way of Covent Garden, a known associate of Mister Sherlock Holmes, the world famous sleuth and private consulting detective, with a first name of John and a last name of Watson,” she said. “You lose.”




“Ooooh,” Agatha fussed, “I don’t like this game very much.”




“That’s because you always lose,” Jane stated.




“Girls! What are you doing out of bed? Hmm?” 




The man with the question strode in from the conservatory, white hair fluffed out and tweed jacket in need of ironing. 




“Is this a trick question?” Agatha asked. “Only I’m terribly bad at those.”




“We’re out of bed because it’s not yet bedtime, Uncle Clarence,” Jane told him.




“Be off with you,” he ordered, waving his hands at them as if they were pigeons. “Take your sauce with you.”




The girls disappeared somewhere into the floor above.




“Twin girls,” I remarked. “Delightful. Though they seem an odd addition to the house’s membership?”




“Quite right, quite right,” Peverell said, waving a bit at me. “The Council holds their guardianship, so the senior members act as their parenti in locus, as it were.”




He chuckled a bit and raised his tangled white eyebrows at me as if I were expected to share in his humor. When I stared at him politely, he waved a little again, as if it were a sign that he was changing the subject. 




“Clarence Peverell, Doctor Watson,” he introduced himself. “How may I be of assistance?”




Peverell struck me as an academic of an orthodox bend. Even the way he held his left hand near the lapel of his jacket reminded me of the way my school dons would grip the edge of their robes and leave chalk behind on the black serge. It wasn’t the happiest of associations, and Peverell shortly proved himself determined to live down to my expectations.




“I’m looking into a matter on behalf of a client,” I explained. “There is some research to be done, and in reviewing the subject, there was mention of a book in your care which could prove of great assistance.”




It was all true, in a manner of speaking. I’d found that choosing which details to include and which to omit made a great deal of difference in my success at endeavors such as this.




“Really, sir?” Peverell asked, startled. “I must say, while our collection here is quite extensive, there is very little medical lore. And this is for a patient?”




“A client,” I corrected him. “I’m assisting my friend, Mister Sherlock Holmes, in an investigation.”




My little stories of my adventures with Holmes, published by The Strand, had become quite popular in their own way. Holmes’s only reactions were a mild disgust at the public’s taste in sensational literature and the occasional irritable grimace that some method or iota of knowledge had been publicized and could not be used as leverage against a criminal again.




“Who?” Peverell asked, puzzled.




Ah, vanity.




“Mister Sherlock Holmes,” I repeated. “A private consulting detective.”




“And, pray, what are you investigating on his behalf?” Peverell asked, a little peevishly.




I considered for a moment my possible answers and chose what was actually the least lurid part of the story Miss Summers had brought us.




“Please understand,” I said, “this is in the strictest of confidences, due to the delicate nature of the matter.”




Under normal circumstances, nothing was more likely to win me the cooperation and enthusiasm of a third party, but Peverell merely stared at me, his previous jocularity lost.




“An antique Chinese necklace has gone missing from the British Museum,” I said softly.




“Oh, confound you, sir!” Peverell exclaimed. “Not this nonsense again!”




“I beg your pardon,” I responded, taken aback.




“Who put you up to this?” he demanded. “That crazed American girl, eh? Ought to be put away where she can’t bother people.”




“Crazed American girl?” I repeated.




“Miss Dawn Summers,” Peverell spat. “A pretty piece, but mad as a hatter with her cries of murder and sacrifice. She put you up to this, didn’t she?”




“Sir, I’ve never been introduced to a Miss Summers,” I prevaricated. “I am looking for a volume titled Tales of the Manchurian North.”




“There’s no such book! And you may tell her and your Mister Holmes,” Peverell said, shaking a finger at my nose, “that we’ll have none of her nonsense here. The Chinese have no mastery over the summoning of greater powers. Their thaumaturgical structure is limited by their inherent racial flaws. Whatever previous historians may have blathered on about, it was sheer speculation by those who’d gone native in the wilderness of the yellow man. There is no evidence—none!—that any so-called Chinese sorcerer or shaman could summon and control any demon, let alone the Plague Bringer.”




Flabbergasted, I found myself without a ready answer to his vitriolic rantings.




“Good day!” he snapped and stormed out of the foyer.




Well, I could see why Miss Summers found him no help at all. Yet, what a peculiar manner in which to address my request. Not ‘there’s no such thing as demons’ but rather ‘they never could do such a thing with demons’. And in my time in India and Afghanistan, one lesson I learned was that dismissing the native culture might have been a habitual form of blindness, but it was also a good way to get oneself killed.




“Sir?” the butler inquired.




He held my coat, hat, and gloves. I’d been dismissed, and Holmes would be sorely disappointed by my failures tonight. Yet, as the butler eased my coat onto my shoulders, he said in a very soft voice:




“If the doctor would be good enough to go round to the east side of the building and wait by the drainpipe there.”




Intrigued, I made a noise that could be taken as an affirmative or as a clearing of my throat, and once the front door was shut behind me, I followed the building around to the east side—the one away from the street corner—and found the drainpipe where it disgorged its contents into a sewer grate. I looked around, puzzled. Even with the dismal fog cloaking the streets, there was a space of only ten feet between the outer wall of the building and the cast iron fence around the property, and nothing between the building and the fence to hide my presence should anyone look out a window. The space reminded me of nothing so much as a castle moat, and here I was, already repelled from the gate, looking about as if I’d lost my siege engine.




“Psst!”




The sound came from above, and when I looked up, I nearly shouted in surprise. Above me, hanging upside down and dangling from her sister’s grasp was one of the twins I’d seen earlier. Her sister was half out of the window above and held the girl by one ankle only.




“Young lady, get back up there this moment,” I ordered her.




“We’re perfectly fine,” the lower girl told me.




“We do this all the time,” the upper one added. “Jane likes to steal hats from people, and I like to drop pebbles on them. No one ever looks up for some reason.”




“You’ll fall and be terribly injured,” I insisted.




Both of them gave me a look strongly implying I was being difficult.




“You were looking for this, weren’t you?” Jane said.




She held down a worn, calf bound volume. I took it automatically, and Jane grinned at me.




“We were here when Miss Summers tried to get permission to see it and then when she tried to sneak in later and steal it,” Agatha said.




“But no one would let us talk to her,” Jane added. “I didn’t even know there were lady Watchers.”




“It’s very tiresome,” Agatha began.




“Being surrounded by old men all the time,” Jane finished for her. 




“Hemmings is simply smashing, though,” Agatha added.




I took it that Hemmings was the butler and their criminal ally.




“If you want,” Jane said, craning her neck to keep her eye on me, “you can bring it back when you’re done.”




“Only go round to the kitchen and ask for Hemmings,” Agatha advised. “None of the Watchers will talk to you if you’re not one of them.”




And before I could say anything at all or ask one question, Agatha hauled her sister back up to the window like a small sack of potatoes, the window closed, and they disappeared. 




And so I returned to Baker Street in an odd and contemplative mood.





fn1. It is sweet and fitting.







Chapter Three



A tap on the sole of my foot woke me from a precarious sleep. I was stretched out on the divan in the parlor at our shared abode, and by the light filtering through our front windows, it was an hour or so past dawn. Holmes stood before me, dressed in the worn garments of a rag and bone man, peeling his beard off.




“That is a singular volume in your lap, Watson,” he said, his voice ringing with satisfaction. “I shall want to hear the details of its discovery after I have related my news.”




“When were you going to tell me that Summers is in fact Miss Summers?” I asked, a little peevishly, for I had a crick in my neck.




“This morning,” he answered, unbuttoning his collar and stripping off the rags of his disguise and donning his smoking jacket. “But only if you had not seen through her disguise.”




He was as bright and cheerful as I’ve ever seen him, which meant he found himself on the threshold of a prodigious mystery.




“Yes, well, I at least managed that,” I said, pulling myself into a more respectable position.




I closed the book and set it aside. My dreams had been filled with strange visions—dust laden winds blowing across dry mountains, a stone fortress larger than any European castle, the night sky with a glowing full moon, and the whinging atonal cries from an unfamiliar stringed instrument which changed into the screams of a woman.




“Every testable statement Miss Summers supplied us with last night is factual,” Holmes said, lighting a cigarette and striding back and forth. “Schlessinger’s precipitous rise, the deaths of Turner and Thriftwell, the missing necklace, and the missing girls. In fact, I have a list of seventeen girls who went missing on the day before or the first day of the full moon and another list of three girls, murdered and mutilated by persons unknown in the last four months who could be victims of Schlessinger’s Faustian bargain.”




“If it is a Faustian bargain,” I reminded Holmes. “Human sacrifice to earn a Chinese rat god’s favor? I can tell you, Holmes, that Miss Summers seemed entirely lucid when I spoke with her, but that claim alone is enough to put her sanity in doubt.”




“We have a most fascinating conundrum, Watson,” Holmes said, his eyes ablaze. “We have a man with the most phenomenal good luck ever recorded on this island, and we have a series of brutally vicious crimes, crimes on a par with Jack the Ripper. The only link between the two is this necklace, this Moon of the Rat God, of which Miss Summers spoke. And yet…”




Here he drifted off for a moment.




“Do you know, Watson, it is the most curious thing, to be handled a puzzle which has two potential solutions. One is the petty, random, hideous violence our age has grown accustomed to, resulting in the deaths of multiple young women and girls and another young woman whose mind must have been broken when she encountered the facts of these. The other…”




“Requires that you throw logic and reason out the window and embrace superstition and supernatural twaddle,” I finished for him.




“Never that, my friend,” he said, pointing at me with his first two fingers and the cigarette held between them. “Never that. Yet, I have often encountered in my dealings with the underworld, shadows at the periphery of my vision. They never impinged on my investigations, or I might have been driven to look further. Dark things, inexplicable things to the minds of lesser men. I suspect that if I had taken that path, I would by necessity abandon my vocation of solving mysteries and bringing criminals to justice. A man cannot serve two masters.”




“And now?” I asked. 




Holmes in a mania was more tolerable than Holmes in a melancholic decline, but not by much.




“I see the following possibilities,” he said, and held up his fingers, one for each point. “The connection between Schlessinger and the events Miss Summers has described is entirely false. Miss Summers is lying, mistaken, or deluded.”




“That seems most likely,” I agreed. “Though it is regrettable.”




“Or,” he continued, “there is a connection. Perhaps Schlessinger believes as Miss Summers does—that placed on the neck of an innocent girl, this ancient necklace of Manchuria can summon a demon god of plague and rats, and once the girl is sacrificed, the god then grants its summoner a favor. He pursues this belief to its logical end—killing these girls himself—and then through audacity and luck, manages to fulfill his own wish. But there must be some foundation for this belief. The necklace itself is evocative, but would not supply the detail necessary for a delusion of this complexity.”




“Here is your foundation, Holmes,” I said, holding up the book. “It is an account of one Timothy Odair, a British traveler and member of this Watchers Council, from nearly one hundred years ago. He went everywhere in China, spoke with every type of person at every level in society, but what he most specifically sought were tales of magic and demons. Half the pages are filled with drawings and charts of the strangest type. He elucidates types of divination and the tools to use. He names many greater and lesser demons, adds drawings of them and the magical symbols used to bind them. There are five pages in here on Da Shu Ken, the Plague Bringer, rat god of the high desert.”




Holmes took the book from me and considered it.




“This is holographic,” he observed, “a copy of an original, though probably by the original’s author. I doubt there are many others in existence. It was probably made for this Council’s private library. Schlessinger must have gotten his hands on another copy or found a similar source. Well done, Watson!”




He was less pleased with me when I related the events of my previous evening—the attack on Miss Summers, the escape of the blackguards who’d tried to abduct her, her escape from my attention, and then my less than adroit handling of Clarence Peverell at the Watchers Council. 




“Never mind them,” he said, dismissing them with a quick shake of his head. “We must locate Miss Summers, and we must do so immediately. One way or the other, she is in mortal danger. Schlessinger knows she is a threat. If he has seen through her disguise—”




“Or seen her without it,” I reminded him.




He nodded, drawing on his cigarette. “He will consider her a potential sacrifice. If he has not, he will murder some uninvolved innocent in a bid to kill Miss Summers. Now, tell me this, Watson, must the sacrifice take place on the first night of the full moon?”




“No,” I answered, remembering the lines I’d read while I’d waited for him to return. “The rat god’s power is strongest during the night, the full moon, and winter. It behooves the shaman to make the sacrifice on the first night when Da Shu Ken is coming into its power, and then on the second night, when it is most powerful, it will grant his wish. However, the sacrificial ceremony can be carried out on any night. The rat god, if it doesn’t kill the poor girl that night, will pursue her until it does. It will then work to the summoner’s bidding until its debt is repaid. It cannot act directly during daylight hours. It can accomplish some things while the moon waxes from half to full and wanes back to half, but from the half moon to the new and back, it is powerless.”




“And winter?” Holmes asked, his eyes sharp.




“The notes are unclear as to whether this is astronomical winter, which has just passed,” I explained, “or a more meteorological sense of the word. In which case, it has not, but its power does wane with the end of winter and disappears entirely with summer.”




“There is an order to this I find appealing,” Holmes murmured. “Rules to which it must adhere because that is its nature.”




“You speak as if it exists, Holmes,” I protested. “But it doesn’t. It’s a pagan myth from long before the time of Confucius. It’s not even spoken of in China except as a kind of fairy tale or folklore.”




“Yes, but I believe our quarry believes it,” Holmes said, “and that means he is just as bound by it as this mythical demon. The danger to Miss Summers does not end tonight or even tomorrow night. He will hunt her until he brings her down, and we must stop him.”







The Goat and Compasses pub took the entire ground floor of the old Cordwainer livery hall, and the staff was busy cleaning and stocking for the coming day. We found the barkeeper, Thomas Groates, rolling barrels, but he was content to pause in his work and speak to us.




“An expensive night last night,” Holmes commented once we’d introduced ourselves.




“No doubt of it, sir,” the man answered. “I hope not to see another like it for a long time.”




“How many did the police take away?” my friend asked.




“Three as started the whole thing,” Groates said. “And they’d have taken five of my customers away had I not spoken up for them, but I won’t see a man jailed for defending himself and others.”




“Were any killed?” Holmes asked, all concern.




“I thank the Lord there weren’t,” came the answer. “Though a friend of mine is laid up with a broken head.”




I must have looked askance at Holmes, who gave me a look of mild pity.




“There was a faint odor of varnish, and the box at the foot of the bar contained woodworking tools,” he told me. “But even the most enterprising carpenter could not sand out the gouges in the bar without replacing a large portion of the bar. Two chairs were missing, one of which is on the rubbish heap. The girl sweeping the floor had a pile of bloodstained sawdust at the front of her broom, and some half dozen of the pint glasses were completely new.”




He saw me start to protest and added, “there were no scratches on the glass, but there were several particles of hay from the packing material.”




Clearly there had been a monumental fracas. I imagine Holmes could have laid out the melee, blow by blow, if he’d only been here a moment after the end.




“Sharp as a knife, that one,” Groates said to me, nodding at Holmes.




“Indeed,” I replied.




“We’re looking for a Don Summers,” Holmes intoned. “We were told you could give us this person’s location if we provided the correct cue, which is ‘Hentzau’.”




Tom Groates paused in wiping the back of his neck and looked around, checking for others.




“I would tell you that if I could, sir,” he answered. “Young Summers has been in here every night for the last two weeks, earning a few coins by reading and writing for those as can’t, listening to tales of woe as would break your heart. He came in last night, and that’s when those three men went mad. He near brained the one that attacked my friend and almost had the life choked out of him before I could get the other off. By the time we had all three tied up like prize pigs and the constables were here, he was gone. I’ve not seen hide nor hair of the young man since.”




Holmes’s countenance darkened with worry, and I felt my own senses sharpen with concern. How badly had she been hurt? Had she fled under her own power, or had another accomplice of these crazed attackers taken her against her will? It was still early in the day, but as Miss Summers had said, London was a city of five and a half million souls. It wouldn’t be easy to locate one young woman, even one as singular as her, in a city this large.




“Come, Watson,” Holmes said, “we’re off to the police station. Mister Groates, your help has been invaluable. I thank you.”




“If you find him,” Groates said, “tell him he’s welcome back.”




“We will,” I assured him.







Detective Lestrade met us at the police station and led us to the cell where the three attackers were held. On the walk to the cells, he and Holmes exchanged information with names, places, and events I did not recognize. We stopped in front of a cell while they continued their conversation. I looked in, smelled the gin, saw the state of all three, and interrupted my friends.




“Lestrade, open the cell and call the surgeon,” I ordered.




Lestrade never quibbled but immediately ran his key into the lock and twisted it, pulling the door open and allowing me in. Holmes called for the surgeon and the watch officer while I knelt beside the closest man. Here was where my expertise was king. While Holmes would see the same things I saw, perhaps even more, I recognized the meaning before him. 




All three men were the type of habitual drunkards that populate the streets of London. They buy the cheapest alcohol offered by the lowest purveyors, usually gin at a penny a cup. Given a shilling on a freezing night after a week of starving, they will spend it all on their vice. In the winter, they die like mayflies and are found, curled up and frozen, in doorways, alleyways, under bridges, and in the sewers. They are the most pitiful and pathetic specimens of humanity, and it seems there is nothing to be done to protect them from their enslavement or the rest of us from them.




The first one I reached was shivering, not from cold, but from fever and seizures. He was insensible, as was the second man. The third shook, but his eyes focused on me when I turned his head towards me. From my inside coat pocket, I took out a flask of whiskey, unscrewed the cap, and brought the mouth of the flask to his lips. He drank the whole thing down in a few gulps.




“You’d give him drink?” Lestrade asked, baffled.




“As I don’t want him to die,” I answered, “yes. All three of these men are in the grips of delirium tremens. They are withdrawing from the very thing that is killing them, and if they don’t get some alcohol, they will die all the sooner.”




“But they weren’t drunk last night,” he protested. “All three constables reported these men were sober, cunning, and violent, not sodden with gin.”




The surgeon arrived, assessed the situation, and turned his attention to the others. I helped him hold the second man down to administer a hypodermic injection of dilute ethanol directly into a vein, and as soon as it took hold, his symptoms eased. When we turned to the last man, it was too late. The seizure had choked off his ability to breath, and as we turned him over, his muscles gave out, and he went slack, exhaling a long, rattling breath.




The surgeon swore under his breath.




“Did you examine these men when they were brought in?” I asked in all sympathy. No matter what our patients’ failings may be, a good doctor takes an untimely death hard.




“I did,” the man sighed, discouraged. “They were each restrained due to their violence, but there was no nystagmus and no difficulty in gait or balance.”




I took the dead man’s hand and checked his arm. His muscle was wasted, shriveled by malnutrition from poverty and the drink. His skin had an underlying tone of jaundice, indicating onset of liver failure. The other two were much the same—missing teeth, flaccid and weak muscles, yellowed skin and sclera. They couldn’t have walked much better than a stumble, and yet from what the police told us, they had injured eight men and nearly killed one.




“You, there,” Holmes said, getting the attention of the man I’d given whiskey to, “what do you remember of last night?”




“Holmes,” I said, “he most likely won’t remember a thing. A man this far gone to drink often has extended periods of blackout with no memory or idea of what he was doing.”




“I do remember,” the man answered. “I do remember, sir. I was dreaming, and my Lizzibet, rest her soul, told me, I had to find that boy, the one with the scarf, and I had to put my knife in his ear and let his blood out. I din want to, sir. I din. But Lizzibet said, she told me, we could be together, and the boy, his blood was poison anyways and would kill him. That’s what she said. It was a terrible dream, but it was true, and now I’ll never see her again.”




He began to sob, and my blood turned cold at his ramblings. Miss Summers had said that the rat god could speak to people in their dreams and possess those who were drunk or ‘stoned’. From the context, I inferred that she meant intoxicated on a narcotic substance instead of alcohol. Tales of Northern Manchuria mentioned the same in reference to Da Shu Ken.




“And you?” Holmes asked, nudging the foot of the second man. “What do you remember, if anything?”




The poor man was only just conscious and looked up at Holmes as if he faced Saint Peter and expected to be denied entry.




“There was evil, sir,” he managed, “in that pretty girl dressed like a boy. If I didn’t kill it, it would kill all the children, like my Nicholas. My poor boy. My poor, sweet boy. He didn’t deserve to die.”




“Doctor Watson’s right, Holmes. You won’t get any sense out of these creatures,” Lestrade told me. “Their brains are addled with drink, and not all the queen’s horsemen can put them right.”




I got to my feet and left the cell. Holmes followed me, allowing the watch officer and his man in to retrieve the body of the most unfortunate.




“Watson,” Holmes said in a soft voice, “is it possible to determine if these men were given a stimulant last night?”




Something like his cocaine solution, I wanted to ask, but I bit my tongue and shook my head.




“Not this much later,” I answered. “Anything they might have been given—cocaine, strychnine, or something else—would be out of their blood by now. If I’d seen them when they were crazed and violent, I might have been able to determine what it was by their symptoms.”




Perhaps they were given some hellish cocktail, something that dragged them out of their gin soaked stupor and sent them…




“Holmes,” I told him, “these men are old. They are feeble. If someone had given them a drug potent enough to spur them to the level of violence reported last night, their hearts would have burst.”




“Yes, I agree,” Holmes answered.




“And what of Miss Summers?” I asked. “She is still in danger, more so than we thought.”




Holmes appeared to consider something, lost in abstract thought. 




“I expect a delivery late this morning,” he told me, “and it will include a list of places, at one of which, I assure you, Miss Summers will be tonight.”







The list, among a thick file of other information, contained all the properties Lionel Schlessinger had purchased or come into ownership through marriage. Holmes took out his largest map of London and looked up each entry on the list, considering its characteristics. Most of them he dismissed immediately. 




“For what do you search?” I asked.




“Why does a good man buy property, Watson?” he asked as the beginning of an indirect answer. “Buildings, real estate, that sort of thing.”




“A good man?” I repeated. “To house his family or his business, to invest, to increase his wealth.”




“And an evil man?” Holmes asked. “One bent on carnage and murder?”




I considered the matter, ugly though it was.




“For the privacy necessary to carry out such evil doings,” I said slowly. “One cannot commit a gruesome murder in a rented room without neighbors overhearing things or in a home one shares with one’s wife without her learning of it.”




The thought of my sweet Mary being exposed to such an act hardened my temper. Schlessinger had married only a few months previously, and it was next to impossible that the poor woman had any idea of the true nature of her husband. 




“This,” Holmes pointed, “is the household he has established for his wife, so it will not be there. This is a warehouse situated near the Battersea docks, a thriving business concern worked twenty-four hours a day. Not there. This, a set of professional offices, rented mostly by lawyers. While quiet in the evening, I cannot see him using it for his purposes. This is an empty house with a deep cellar, a possibility, but the neighbors are close, and the street is well established. I don’t see it. 




“But this,” and his fingertip paused over a point lost in a sea of tiny streets, “this is a tenement block, close to Dorset street in Whitechapel. All of the buildings are condemned and scheduled for demolition. Even in that teeming den, very few people will step into its shadow. It has an ill repute, Watson. Stories circulate of rat kings and plagues of rats. No person would purchase property in such a place unless it were for the express intent of committing acts of evil.”




“He’ll sacrifice yet another girl to this pernicious god of his tonight,” I said. “Unless we stop him.”




“And unless I’ve misjudged her character,” Holmes added, “we can depend on Miss Summer’s presence there as well.”







Chapter Four



With the cold weather and early dark causing people to throw more coal on their fires, even the winds of March could not break up the bleak and dirty fog of London. Such was the obscurity of the damp miasma that cloaked the great city, it was impossible to tell when the moon rose or what quarter of the sky it moved through. We had to depend on the astronomical tables issued by the Royal Naval Observatory in Greenwich to determine when the sun had actually set and when the moon had risen.




Through the afternoon and into the early evening, Holmes contented himself with reading Tales of the Manchurian North from cover to cover, cross-referencing matters with his own sublime index, and taking half-hourly reports from the group of orphans and street arabs he referred to as the Baker Street Irregulars. As soldiers, regular or otherwise, march on their stomachs, I persuaded Mrs. Hudson cook up a mess of porridge and provide each boy with a bowl. At her insistence, I stood watch over them while they ate. She was convinced they would carry off the furniture if they thought no one was looking, but I’d always found them reliable and honest—so long as I paid up front with a ha’penny apiece.




I found myself distracted with worry. Was Miss Summers safe? Had she taken great or minor injury? What catastrophe had driven her into this terrible business without the protection of a father or brother? As Holmes considered and reconsidered minutiae of his research, I laid out the arsenal I would take. Two revolvers, a stout walking stick, a shuttered lantern with a wrapped wire bail, and my medical bag, the contents of which I reviewed and restored as I found necessary.




“Calm yourself, my friend,” Holmes told me. “Both time and knowledge are on our side. We will win out.”




“I would feel better if I knew Lestrade and his Myrmidons were available for this foray into darkness,” I said.




“I have already notified him,” Holmes answered. “I cannot ask him to deploy his forces ahead of time due to the fantastical nature of our story, but I did inform him that we were working on a case with the potential for havoc on a large scale, and he promised to stay abreast of any updates we shared with him.”




That was only somewhat reassuring, as the neighborhood we would enter was considered the very worst of London, and even the police were hesitant to set foot there unless it was in a well and heavily armed number.




We left for the property while it was still light outside, determined to survey the lay of the land and select the most advantageous point from which to stop any proceedings. Not a hansom driver in the city would take us all the way in, so we walked the remaining quarter mile, swinging our walking sticks. If we appeared well to do, at least we also had the look of men who would not be easily victimized. Both Holmes and I noted the many figures that assessed our stance and look and melted back into doorway or alleyway, having decided that whatever riches we carried were not worth the risk of the violence we could return to them. The common trulls of the street, seeing that we walked with purpose, did not importune us but rather catcalled with vulgar offers. I averted my eyes from these women, embarrassed on my friend’s behalf, though he evinced no awareness of their words, as if they spoke a language he had never encountered and had no interest in.




It was disconcerting to find the street’s population shrink and then disappear entirely when we reached the tenements in question. 




“I would think with the lack of housing and the cost of renting two feet of space on a hallway floor in a doss house, even this ramshackle place would have its residents,” I said to Holmes, as we both considered the buildings. 




It was dark enough now, in the narrow, lightless streets, that I could have unshuttered my lantern and made life easier for both of us, but for the knowledge that Schlessinger or his hired men might already be there.




“Even the most wretched of the poor have a sense of self-preservation, Watson,” Holmes responded, “and this place reeks of death.”




We crept through the three buildings, considering ground floor foyers that had been subdivided again and again into cribs, betting parlors, gin shops, and other dens of iniquity. None of them had the space Holmes believed was necessary for the ceremony Schlessinger required. Having studied the original floorplans, he led us to a point opposite the entrance where a set of low stairs led down to another pair of doors, these opening upon a roofless space.




The buildings Schlessinger purchased took up half of one block and had once been housing for working class folk. The architect had intended this space in the middle of the buildings—surrounded on all sides by windows of the rented flats—to act as a kind of atrium. In its early days, it must have been a delightful respite for the residents. In the past decades, though, it had filled with refuse, offal, trash, garbage, and sewage until it was useless for any other purpose. 




Schlessinger had clearly had workmen through here, clearing out the litter, washing down the bricks and pavement. Even their efforts hadn’t done much for the stench.




“We have a man of some ambition,” Holmes said quietly. “Not content to manage his appalling crimes in a quiet and discreet manner, he builds a stage.”




He indicated the raised area in the middle of the area, perhaps twenty feet by ten feet in an area of sixty feet by forty feet. It might have been a pool, such as the Romans had in their atria, or a raised garden. Now, it was covered by planks, and a recently built stair led up to it like a scaffold.




Holmes did not step foot into the atrium but observed it from every angle he could. The lack of light was now telling. It was difficult to make out details, but I would swear there were bloodstains on those planks, and arcane markings on the walls around the space. 




“There,” Holmes said, indicating with the head of his walking stick, “is a prime spot from which to observe and strike.”




One of the buildings had either a deep cellar or a shorter foundation, for its ground floor was half a flight of stairs below the level of the street, and the windows of the first floor overlooked the atrium from a six foot height—high enough to qualify as high ground and low enough to jump if necessary. We made our way as silently as possible, creeping through abandoned rooms and stairwells, checking for rotten floorboards and occasionally picking new ways when the original proved too unreliable. 




The number of rats we disturbed was disheartening. They were everywhere, glaring at us with red eyes from warrens in the wall, holes in the ceiling, and pathways they’d created over chair rails, countertops, and doorways. The sweetish stink of them pervaded the entire space, and I was reminded of one summer when my father served abroad and my mother was too sick to have me home. I stayed at the boarding school over the long summer and roomed in one of the attics with three other boys. Many nights, I woke to find a cat-sized rat sitting on my footboard, watching me. A thrown slipper would frighten it off for a few hours. To this day, I kept my slippers, not on the floor beneath my bed, but tucked between the mattress and the headboard. Holmes had noticed and come to the correct conclusion. Mary had asked once, after we were wed, and I’d explained. She never troubled me about it and always put my slippers there when tidying the bedroom.




We found the room overlooking the atrium, an old office that had survived subdivision. The windows had been boarded up, but several boards had been removed from each window and dark cloths hung across the windows to keep out any stray light. I lifted my lantern and opened the shutter an inch or two more to see the handiwork better.




“Hey, close that lantern,” a voice hissed in the dimness of the room. “He’ll be here any moment, and this room isn’t light tight.”




I recognized the voice, though it was rougher than the last time I’d heard it.




“Miss Summers?” I asked.




“Still wearing pants, Doctor,” she answered from a point across the room. “Stick to Summers.”




“We are relieved to see you unharmed, Summers,” Holmes said. 




“I wouldn’t go that far,” she said, “but I’m in one piece. Come on over.”




A red light blossomed, painting her and the other side of the room with gore. Miss Summers stood where she could pull the cloth away from the window and get a good view of everything on the left, in the middle, and some of the right. She wore, not pants, but trim breeches that followed the curves of her legs and ended in knee high boots. Above the waist, she had a snug long sleeved, high necked blouse, and over that, a long, buttoned men’s vest, tailored to her form. Her hair was braided again, the tip falling just past the middle of her back, and she wore a thick belt, depending from which on one side was a holstered firearm and on the other a scabbarded sword of distinguished quality.




“I don’t suppose you got your hands on the book I asked about,” she said, looking up at me.




The light source was a small wand, and the light bled from a point no larger than the last joint of my thumb. When she saw my interest, she twisted the end, and the light diminished so that only the three of us were illuminated.




“What manner—” I started.




“Maybe later, Doctor,” she said. “Once we make sure that Schlessinger doesn’t end anyone tonight. Did you guys get the book?”




Holmes puzzled through her Americanisms faster than I did.




“Watson was able to obtain the volume you requested,” Holmes answered. “He read the relevant section. I have read the entirety of it. You may consider us well informed.”




“Of course you did,” Miss Summers said, exhaling a sigh. “Probably think I’m even more nuts than yesterday.”




She shifted, and I saw, in the chancy, hard-to-read illumination of her strange torch, a wreath of black marks around her throat, just above the neckline of her high collar. It seemed one of the attackers at the Goat and Compasses had indeed throttled her, and she’d still managed to get free.




“Did you bring Lestrade or any officer from Scotland Yard?” she asked.




“No, though I can have some manner of police force here ten or fifteen minutes after summoning them,” Holmes told her.




“That’s a long time to wait if things go south,” she answered. “Mister Holmes, Doctor Watson, I have the deepest and most genuine respect for your skills possible, but you are stepping into a reality that has nothing to do with the laws of the natural world. Some of what you’re bound to see, Mister Holmes, will break every rule of logic and still be real. Some of what’s going to happen, Doctor Watson, will violate every idea of morality you hold, and it will still matter.”




Her eyes flashed up to me and then over to Holmes, weighing our reactions.




“All I want to accomplish,” she continued after we waited, “is first, make sure that no one dies tonight. Well, if Schlessinger buys it, I won’t be broken hearted, but definitely no one gets sacrificed. Second, I’ve got to get my hands on the necklace. So long as Schlessinger has access to it, he’ll use it to summon Da Shu Ken, and people are going to die. That’s it. That’s all I care about.”




“And bringing Schlessinger to justice?” I asked.




“He loses the necklace, the world he’s built is going to collapse on itself,” Miss Summers told me. “People who dabble in this kind of magic tend to get exactly what they try to dish out to everyone else. If you guys want to arrest him, that’s fine. I won’t stop you, but seriously, all I care about is nobody gets sacrificed, and I take the necklace from Schlessinger.”




“And what will you do with it, should it come to your hands?” Holmes asked, his eyes narrowing.




Miss Summers made a noise. “Good question. I don’t know. If you like, I’ll consult you on the matter once we’re out of here.”




“You could give it to us,” a girl said.




All three of us spun at the sound, and Miss Summers caused her strange lantern to shine more brightly in its ruddy glare. Two girls, dressed in boys’ clothes, stood not ten feet from us. Until the first had spoken, I had not heard a sound. Even Holmes was startled.




“What the h–– are you doing here?” Miss Summers demanded.




“Miss Summers,” I remonstrated, disconcerted by her ease with such language. 




“Who’s wearing pants, Doctor?” she asked me. “That’s right, I am. Which means I’m not a ‘miss’, and I’m not real concerned about anyone getting vapors over my word choice.”




“It’s quite all right, Doctor,” one of the twins assured me. “Hemmings says far worse whenever he catches us up to something we oughtn’t be or finds something we’ve broken.”




“I learn more compound nouns that way,” the other added. “Pity I can’t use them in polite company, though I don’t understand why.”




“Did you ever learn why anyone would do such a thing to a rooster?” her sister asked her.




“No,” the second answered. “All they’d get is a soppy chicken, and I can’t imagine it would taste ver—”




“Girls!” Miss Summers hissed. “Never mind what you’re doing here. Go home. Now.”




“Summers, it’s quite dark now,” Holmes observed, “and any unaccompanied travel for the young ladies will be quite dangerous.”




“They got here on their own,” Miss Summers answered, “they can get back on their own.”




“Oh, but we can’t,” the first girl said. “We haven’t the slightest idea where we are.”




“We followed you, Doctor Watson,” the second girl added. “And you, Mister Holmes.”




There was a note in the way the second girl—I had no idea which was Jane and which was Agatha—pronounced Holmes’s name, and they both sighed, staring up at him. Holmes, disconcerted, stared back. Oh, heaven help me, the twins had developed an attachment to him.




“We’ve read all your stories, Mister Holmes,” the first girl sighed.




“We think you’re simply smashing,” the second girl sighed in turn.




“Doctor Watson is responsible for those frivolities, young ladies,” Holmes answered. “And this is neither the time nor the place to discuss his literary ambitions.”




“Can we focus?” Miss Summers asked. “Imminent human sacrifice? Serial killer on the loose? Manchurian rat god about to be summoned? Do any of these ring a bell?”




“What would you suggest we do with the girls?” Holmes asked her.




“Perhaps Mi— ahem, perhaps Summers could escort them home,” I said. 




I was not at all at ease with the idea of an unaccompanied young woman being the escort for two girls through the East End and back into civilization, but it seemed by far the better choice than exposing one, two, or all three of them to the violence we expected.




“Not a chance,” Miss Summers replied. “I leave, there’s a good chance one or both of you will get killed.”




“I beg your pardon,” I said, my pride stung.




“Not because you’re anything less than an honorable man of action, Doctor Watson,” she said, “but because I went and dragged you into something completely outside your experience or understanding.”




She turned to the girls.




“Agatha, Jane, where are you in your training?” she asked them.




“What do you mean?” Jane asked.




“My French is progressing quite nicely,” Agatha replied, “but I’m afraid my geometry is frightful.”




“Not your studies,” Miss Summers clarified, “your training. As Potentials. Combat training.”




The girls blinked in surprise and exchanged a look. I exchanged a look with Holmes. Potentials? Combat training? 




“We don’t start training until we’ve been called,” Jane said.




“Uncle Clarence is quite insistent on it,” Agatha added. “He doesn’t want us to be spoiled if we’re not called.”




“What?!” 




Miss Summers managed to keep her voice down to a whisper, but the utter horror and astonishment in her tone carried her word quite far. She took a step back and put her hand to her forehead. From the little I could see in the dim, red light, she was almost panicky. She muttered things under her breath which, I suppose, I should be thankful I couldn’t hear. Finally, she took a deep breath, stepped back in, and leaned in towards the girls.




“Okay, Jane, Agatha, I will make you a deal,” she told them. “I don’t know how long I’m here, but before I go, I will make sure you start your training with someone who knows what they’re doing. In return, you have to promise me you’ll do as I say. Without argument. Without squirming around it. And without blowing anything up.”




Jane and Agatha exchanged another look.




“How did she know?” Agatha asked Jane.




“Doesn’t matter,” Jane answered. “No blowing things up.”




“Unless I tell you to,” Miss Summers told them. “And there’s a good chance I will at some point.”




“Very well, we agree,” Agatha said.




“Indeed,” Jane added.




“Shake on it,” Miss Summers said, and held out her hand.




They shook hands firmly and formally. Mystified by all this business, I glanced at Holmes.




“We shall ask for elucidation at a later time, Watson,” he murmured to me. 




Miss Summers looked like she’d just taken a jump, landed cleanly, and wasn’t sure if she believed her good fortune.




“Okay, both of you have a seat there,” she told them. “It’s my stuff, and I kept the rats out. Keep your ears open and tell me if you hear anything.”




“Mister Holmes, Doctor,” she said, turning to us, “did you see any sign of Schlessinger?”




“Nothing from today,” Holmes answered, “though it’s clear he’s been to these buildings several times in the last week and spent hours in the atrium.”




“Yeah, he’s got it all worked out,” Miss Summers said, “down to the manacles and the painted circle of summoning.”




“There is no specific time required for the ritual,” Holmes reminded her, “only that the full moon is risen above the horizon.”




Miss Summers stared off at the stage, lost in grim thought.




“I’d expect him to be all eager beaver about it,” she said softly. “He’s got a real taste for this. None of the other accounts I’ve read ever had someone summoning Da Shu Ken more than once. Even the priests who trained for it and took drugs to cushion their minds from the possession were messed up afterwards.”




Having read the relevant texts, I felt confident enough to add my own speculation.




“Perhaps, Mi— ah, Summers, he is using others in the role of the priest for the summoning,” I said.




She looked over at me. To my surprise, she came up only a few inches shy of my height, and I am nearly six feet tall. I was taken again by the incongruity of her pretty face and figure and the squalor of both our surroundings and the circumstances of the crime we were attempting to prevent.




“What do you mean?” she asked.




“Previously, the killings have all been committed when, as you and Mister Odair say, the rat god possesses the priest, but what if Schlessinger does not fill the role of the priest? He was willing to allow Da Shu Ken to possess the three drunkards who waited to ambush you at the Goat and Compasses. What if he simply brings another such as they along with him and the intended victim?”




Her eyes went wide with dread.




“All he would have to do is put them there in the circle when he summons Da Shu Ken,” she said. “It’s not choosy. It’ll take whoever’s offered, so long as they’re drunk or stoned. They won’t remember anything that happens, even if they wake up soaked in blood, and that’s if he doesn’t kill them afterwards. Oh, god, I didn’t even look for male victims.”




“He’ll have to have a carriage, then,” Holmes said. “Which makes for a minimum of four, as he can’t leave the carriage unattended. Perhaps five, if he brings someone to do the heavy lifting.”




We discussed possible strategies, all the while, listening and watching for Schlessinger’s arrival. The girls sat quietly, drinking in every word we said, and I found myself wishing there had been some way to convince Miss Summers to conduct them back home or at least to our Baker Street abode. Yet, there was no sign of Schlessinger. One hour passed, and then a second. Miss Summers became restive and paced back and forth. Holmes slowly went over every angle of the atrium we could see from the windows. I noticed that the red light Miss Summers provided did not affect our night vision. Still, nothing.




At the end of the third hour, we conferred.




“Can you think of any other place he would commit this act?” Holmes asked Miss Summers.




“Of the properties I discovered, no,” she answered. “He might use the museum, if he’s decided he wants to be surrounded by authentic relics, but there’s too much of a chance that a watchman will notice.”




“He could have been delayed,” I suggested.




“He could have fallen in the shower and broken his neck,” she replied. “Or been dragged off to a dinner party by his wife. But there’s still the chance that if he’s not here, he’s performing the ritual someplace else.”




“The book mentioned that merely placing the necklace around a woman’s neck is sufficient to designate her as the chosen bride,” Holmes pointed out.




“That’s only after the autumnal equinox and before the vernal,” Miss Summers answered. “After that, his power wanes, and he has to be called by the summoning ritual.”




“Miss Summers,” Jane called in a soft voice, “we can hear a carriage.”




It was the fourth such warning the girls had given us in the time we’d been there. Each time, they’d been correct, and each time, they’d heard long before the rest of us had. Miss Summers took it as only natural. Holmes and I marked it as another unexplained curiosity.




This time, when we heard it, we knew. This was a four wheeler with a team of four, new and in good repair. It crossed the front of our building on the larger street, turned and came to a stop in front of the building that led directly to the atrium. In the greater silence of the night, the sounds of the carriage horses in their tack should have been a comforting reminder of the activity of the rest of the world around us, but it was not so. No speech from the driver followed, no directions from the owner, only the sound of people dismounting and walking.




I glanced at Holmes, who had tilted his head and listened with his consuming attention. He held up his hand and lifted a finger for each individual he identified by the sound of their footfalls alone. Two, three, four…five…Five people. Miss Summers nodded in response and knelt in front of the girls.




“Jane, Agatha, listen,” she said in a barely audible voice. “You may hear things—shouting, screaming, even gunfire. Under no circumstance are you going to do anything at all. You have one job—to sit on that blanket and keep it from moving. Do you understand?”




“Yes, Miss Summers,” both girls agreed.




“As soon as we’ve stopped Schlessinger, one of us will come back up here for you,” Miss Summers continued. “If anyone other than me, Mister Holmes, or Doctor Watson comes looking for you, run. Run straight out of here. Go west and keep running until you get to a better neighborhood, and then find the first police officer you can and ask for Lestrade. Tell him everything. Can you remember that?”




They nodded.




“If we don’t come back,” she finished, “wait until daylight, and run like I said. Okay?”




“Yes, Miss Summers.”




Footsteps and voices began to echo in the atrium just beyond our makeshift curtains. 




“You’re good girls,” Miss Summers told them. “I knew I could count on you.”




She rejoined us.




“Summers, is there any argument that can dissuade you from joining us?” Holmes asked her.




She shook her head. I noticed a set to her shoulders and head, one that reminded me of the young soldiers in my Afghanistan service, the ones who’d seen enough combat to know to they were mortal and fragile but were unwilling to let their fellows go into it alone. They would brace themselves in a similar way. Yet again, I found myself puzzled by Miss Summers’s particulars. 




“Two goals,” Holmes said, “to prevent the deaths of any innocents and to claim the Moon of Rats from Schlessinger.”




The voice down below, giving orders, became clearer.




Miss Summers nodded in agreement and took her post at the far right window.




“Watson,” Holmes murmured to me, “I depend on you to stand with our knight gallant and ensure she comes to no harm.”




“You may stake my life on it,” I told him.




“Let us begin,” called the voice from the sacrificial stage.







Chapter Five



Light flooded the atrium, delineating three forms on the makeshift stage—an elderly woman, a dockhand, and a man dressed in the suit and tie of an academic professional. The woman and man were both unconscious or nearly so. From the woman’s clothing, I took her to be an elderly costermonger. Had the warnings spread by Miss Summers and the Baker Street Irregulars been enough to protect the children of London or had Schlessinger changed his modus operandi?




The three of us tensed. Miss Summers had instructed Holmes and I that the magic circle painted on the surface of the stage planks would protect us from the disembodied rat god only so long as it was inviolate. If we broke it, it could attack us either physically or psychically. It’s aim, however, would be to kill the woman wearing the Moon of Rats. It would almost certainly ignore us unless we interfered with its goal.




I, of course, dismissed the literality of this information as impossible, but it was enough to know that Schlessinger and any in his employ would consider it gospel.




“Where are the other two?” Miss Summers asked in a near silent whisper.




“They’re out with the horses,” one of the twins replied. “We can hear them.”




We accepted this, though there was no way the girls could have heard those sounds above the activity in the atrium.




“Our best shot is after he starts the summoning but before he closes the circle,” Miss Summers said.




Each of us leaned against the window frame we’d chosen and lifted the tattered curtain to watch as unobtrusively as possible. Schlessinger, silver haired at a relatively young age, dignified, and handsome—as well as I could judge such matters—picked up a metal pole taller than himself and fitted it into a base cut into the stage in the middle of the side nearest us. It was encircled with a thick line painted in reddish brown. Piercing the pole, at chest level, was a ring, wider than my outstretched hand, and through this, he pulled a plain chain with a manacle on each end. Then he picked up the old woman and carried her to the pole, set her on her feet, and held her while he took each wrist and encased it in an iron bracelet. The woman listed one way and then the other even after he put her hands on the pole. From the way her head nodded, I surmised that she had been drugged with laudanum or another opiate.




From his pocket, he took a mass of tiny metal links set with glinting rubies and glowing pearls. Three large, white, oval stones hung from the middle He drew it out in front of his victim’s face, and her expression, besotted and sleepy, lit with joy.




“To jest kochane. Jesteś zbyt miły.”fn1




Her words were slurred with drugs, but he smiled down at her.




“As I promised,” he told her, “you may keep it all the rest of your life.”




“That fiend,” I swore under my breath. “Why do we wait?”




Schlessinger reached around and fixed the clasp behind her neck, then arranged the necklace on her bosom to display its intricate beauty.




“Patience,” Holmes breathed.




“We want him as far away from the victim as possible,” Miss Summers said.




I must admit to an admiration of pragmatic women. I stilled myself until Schlessinger took his appointed place.




He dragged the dockhand, probably drunk on gin or other spirits or intoxicated on smoked opium, into the second, much larger circle, and left him there with no other preparation. Then he walked with no great hurry to the third and final circle. Once in its boundaries, he turned, and raised his hands. In one hand, he held a whip. He snapped it out and began speaking in a language I had never heard.




“Now!” 




Miss Summers pulled the curtain aside and leapt through the right window.




We followed suit, landing on the mucky bricks of the courtyard, and scrambling after the young lady Holmes had dubbed our knight gallant. Miss Summers put a hand on the level of the stage and swung herself onto it, closest to the intended victim, barely on her feet, mumbling and groping at the pole. I took guard between her and Schlessinger, unworried by the drunken longshoreman at my feet. Holmes went for Schlessinger, pistol raised.




“Your vicious tricks are at an end, sir,” Holmes told him. “Surrender.”




Schlessinger only smiled, held his hands away from his sides, and continued reciting those strange, thick words.




“Mi—” I stopped, cursed myself, and called over my shoulder, “Summers, do you require assistance?”




“Can you pick locks?” she asked.




“Er, no.”




“Then keep an eye on the other guy,” she ordered.




I heard the clink of chain links and hoped she would make quick work of the locks. Holmes could dismantle the simpler ones in only a few seconds, but he’d had ample practice.




The whip snapped again, forcing Holmes back by half a step. Holmes took that step again with a grim focus, but Schlessinger kept speaking. In his other hand, he raised a large rattle made of metal discs and shook it.




“Holmes,” Miss Summers cried, “shut him up or shoot him!”




“I will fire,” Holmes told Schlessinger.




Schlessinger only smiled at him.




Holmes was as good as his word. I heard the shot, abnormally loud in the enclosed space, but another sound drew my attention before I could see the results. It was a guttural noise, a growl worse than any dog, and it came from near my feet. I looked over and saw the dockhand gathering his feet beneath him to spring towards Miss Summers and the old woman. His face was in shadow, but his eyes glowed red. In less than the space of a breath, I reversed myself and jumped between him and his prey. He struck me in the midsection, carrying me into the ladies. I hit them full on with no warning and was knocked to the stage. Miss Summers was tumbled off onto the bricks several feet below, and the man scrambled over me, planting his foot against my neck and shoving me down, to reach the old woman.




Holmes fired his gun a second, third, and fourth time, and I heard a terrible, horrifying cry from the old woman, a scream of pain and fear the likes of which I have never heard before and hope never to hear again. The dockhand stood nearly on top of me, so I braced myself by one arm, hooked my other arm around his legs and pulled with all my strength. I brought him down and found myself face to face with—




All my boyhood fears from those nights in that stuffy, horrid attic surged through me. The scuttling sounds in the walls, the ceiling, and across the floor, the knowledge that if I were brave or desperate enough to put a foot down there would be something there to intercept it, the bites I and the other boys endured if we slept too heavily to chase the damn things away. All the loathsomeness of that foul, hunched up, patient, hungry watchfulness washed over me, held in that man’s eyes as he grabbed me by the throat and brought his face to mine.




“Watson!”




I heard Holmes’s scream from a distance, heard another shot, and then the man was torn away. For a moment, all I could do was try to right myself, weak as an overturned turtle, but I saw Miss Summers jump past me, sword drawn, standing beside Holmes as the two of them put themselves between me and that thing. I saw the flare of the last shot fired from his revolver, and then Miss Summers lunged, slashing the man across the face and chest. To my horror, it did not drive him back. He rushed towards her, towards the old woman behind me, and was pushed away by Holmes driving his shoulder in the the man’s body and lifting him from his feet. When Holmes dashed back, Miss Summers kicked out in a long, lethal lunge and drove her sword through the man’s chest to the hilt.




He stopped, stumbled, and Miss Summers recovered her balance, stepped back, and pulled her blade with her. The man grabbed at her sword as it emerged but was unable to hold it. His mouth worked a bit, and he hissed as he fell to his knees and then toppled to the right. Blood poured out of the wound in his chest. She had struck home, cutting his heart open inside his chest. Holmes turned from our attacker as soon as he was sure of the death stroke and ran to me.




“Watson, tell me you are not hurt,” he demanded, kneeling beside me.




For a moment, I could not speak or even think. All that occupied my mind were images of Maiwand and its aftermath. The screams of the dying. The flies. The crows. 




And the rats.




“Watson!” 




Holmes shook my shoulder, rattling my senses enough that I came to myself. 




“I am well,” I responded. “I am fine.”




“Never have I heard such terror in your voice,” Holmes said, and his face was ashen with shock. “Never have I been so convinced I had gambled with your life and lost.”




With his assistance, I climbed to my feet. He held my arm until I was composed.




“Your help is needed, my dear friend,” he said softly, nodding to a point behind me.




I turned and found that Miss Summers had knelt beside the old woman and was desperately applying bandage after bandage to the woman’s neck in an effort to stem the tide of blood. I knelt on the other side as she reached into her satchel, the one she’d worn like a dispatch bag and pulled out double handfuls of more bandages, ripping open their paper covers and scattering trash left and right as she pressed more and more gauze and cotton wadding to the ghastly wound.




“Airway, airway,” she said, almost chanting the words. “I’ve got to establish the airway. Come on.”




I reached over the woman’s body and took Miss Summers’s hands in mine, holding them firmly as she tried to pull away.




“Miss Summers,” I called her name. “Miss Summers, stop. Stop.”




She looked up at me, and I could feel her hands shaking.




“She is dying,” I told her. “There is no way her body can sustain life with such a wound.”




“No,” she answered immediately. “I just have to stop the ble—”




“Stop,” I insisted. 




I turned my attention to the woman—missing half her teeth, one eye dimmed by a cataract, and one of her wrists still bound by a manacle. She looked up at me, gaping, and I did as all doctors must do if they wish to claim the title of healer. I comforted her as she died.




“Shh,” I murmured, stroking her hair back and taking her hands. “It’s all right. You’re safe now.”




Tears of pain and fear filled her eyes and spilled out. There was no way she could tell us her name, give us the name of her loved ones, or offer us any last words to share with them. When that…thing had reached her, it had torn out half her throat. I thank God the opiate she’d been drugged with was still in her blood. Her hands squeezed mine in a panic, and I let her.




“You are going home again,” I told her. “That is all. And you will see all those you’ve missed for so very long.”




Her mouth trembled, and she tried to swallow.




“Miss Summers,” I asked in the same soft voice, “do you have a cross or crucifix to offer her?”




Wordlessly, she reached into her satchel and produced a rosary. I took it and wrapped the beads around my patient’s hands, then lifted her hands to her mouth so she could kiss them, as I did, I felt her hands go slack, and her body relaxed as death overtook it. The blood which had poured like water from a pitcher from her neck finally stopped. After a moment, I reached up and closed her eyes.




I looked up at Miss Summers, who stared at the old woman’s face, nearly broken with shock and grief, and I gathered my thoughts to say something that might be of comfort. As I moved to speak, there was a sound from behind me, a kind of scrape of something on the planks, then a thump, and then a shift and bending through the boards, as if a man-sized weight were being moved. Miss Summers looked up, and her eyes went wide with horror.




“Holmes!” I screamed, turning and getting to my feet as fast as I could.




Holmes had retreated out of the atrium and into the main building, apparently trying to track Schlessinger, believing we were safe. At my shout, he reversed course and sprinted back to us, and it was just as well he did, for what I found when I stood was more terrible than I had thought possible. 




The dockhand, the one who had been possessed by Da Shu Ken and run clean through by Miss Summers’s blade, had gotten to his feet, and was stumbling towards us. He held his hands close to his bloody chest in an obscene parody, and his feet were uncoordinated as he shuffled towards us. He lifted his head and grinned. His eyes were lit red from within, and he turned his head slightly to the side, examining us.




Not a he, I realized, but an it. Da Shu Ken’s monstrous spirit animated the corpse the way a puppeteer’s hands animated a marionette.




“Doc-tor Wat-son,” it croaked. “Pret-ty lit-tel Sum-mers.”




I shot it. Three times in the chest and once in the head, knowing each bullet left a fist sized exit wound on the other side. It twitched several times, shuddered all over, and then took another step.




“We’ll have to cut it to pieces,” Miss Summers said behind me, getting to her feet.




“Stay down!” I ordered.




 Holmes reappeared, running faster than I thought possible.




“Watson!” he shouted. “The pole! Get the pole!”




Baffled, I could not turn away from the thing in front of me, but Miss Summers’s wits were quicker. As Holmes came up behind the thing and grabbed, one arm around each shoulder, she put her foot on the manacle chain, grabbed the pole and pulled it free of its base. Holmes is a powerful man, stronger by far than he looks, and he is educated in martial arts of which I know little. By some feat of that strength and skill, he kept the thing from attacking him as he dragged it to the edge of the stage and then managed to lift it high enough to throw it down from the stage to the sodden ground below.




“Summers!” he commanded.




Miss Summers tossed the pole to him. Holmes caught it, lifted it like a javelin, and brought it down, tip first, into the thing’s chest, and rammed it home. He drove it through the chest, past the spine, through the crumbling bricks, and nearly a foot into the ground beneath. By the light of the lanterns Schlessinger had distributed through the atrium, I could see that terrible thing pinned like a bug, weakly swatting at the pole that held it to the ground but lacking the leverage and dexterity to free itself.




We all panted for breath.




“Schlessinger?” I managed to ask Holmes.




He shook his head. “Gone. The carriage as we—”




The shrill scream of one of the girls broke the little peace we’d made. Miss Summers grabbed her sword and ran towards the window.




“Follow her!” Holmes barked, and I followed her as he ran the other way in an attempt to cut off their attacker.




Miss Summers hauled herself up the six foot wall to the window and back in with me just behind her. The room was much darker, and we’d lost our night vision to Schlessinger’s lights, but still I saw the figure of a large man dragging both girls, kicking, biting, and screaming out of the room. 




“Jane! Agatha!” she screamed. “Whatever you’ve ever wanted to do, do it now!”




In response, we heard the man yell in pain and curse as we chased after them. Summers was close enough she grabbed one of the girls by the arm, kicked the man hard, and was kicked just as hard in return. While she lost her footing, she kept hold of the girl, and the girl kept hold of her. I reached them, got a hand on the girl’s jacket, and pulled her out of the man’s grasp.




He stumbled, but didn’t stop. I swung the girl towards Summers, who took her, and kept on, out through the front door. The carriage was there, already moving, and while I could see the other girl kicking with all her might and Holmes running with all his, our foe made it to the carriage, threw the girl inside, climbed in after her, and the driver put his whip to his horses and sped them down the street.




I ran into the street, drew my pistol, and Holmes caught me, pulling my arm down.




“No, Watson,” he said, breathless with his run. “It is too dark, and even if you made your shot, a crash could kill our young friend.”




I stood and let him take the pistol from me. We watched the carriage disappear into the fog and darkness. Miss Summers and our one Smythe twin joined us. The girl—Jane, I think—had buried her head against Miss Summers’s side and held on to her the way a drowning man held on to a plank. Miss Summers was pale and composed, though she bore the marks of a heavy fight, as did both Holmes and myself.




“How?” I demanded of Holmes. “How could this have happened?”




“He saw us coming,” Miss Summers said. “I don’t know how, but he saw us coming.”




“I swear to you, Watson,” Holmes said, slowly, sounding utterly unlike himself, “I shot at him from a point blank range four times. I should have hit him in the middle of the chest all four times, but not a single bullet hit where it should have.”




“He’s got the protection of the rat god,” Miss Summers said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if he turns out to be a full fledged wizard.”




“Is he going to kill her?” little Jane asked. “Is he going to kill her the way that thing killed the old lady?”




“No,” all three of us answered simultaneously.




We were, I realized, walking wounded in a very bad spot. Our clothes were heavily bloodstained. I could feel in my shoulders, upper back, left arm, and lower right leg, the nagging awareness of untended injuries, and I had no doubt that Miss Summers and Holmes bore their own as well.




“We must find a safe place to withdraw,” Holmes said. “Our wounds need to be licked, and we must determine our next course of action.”




I found myself staring at Miss Summers. She looked up at me and stared back.




“It’s all real,” I said, numb.




“It’s all real,” she agreed.




After a moment, she sighed and looked away. 




“Come on,” she said. “We’ve got to get at least five streets away before we’ve got a prayer of catching a cab. I’ve got a place. You’re just…you’re going to have to put aside any delicate sensibilities you have.”




“After the events of tonight,” Holmes told her, “any delicate sensibilities we might have possessed have been burned to the ground and their ashes scattered. Lead, and we shall follow.”





fn1. It’s lovely. You’re too nice.






Chapter Six



“It’s a fake,” Miss Summers said, dropping the necklace we had taken as the Moon of Rats on the table between Holmes and me.




“Not even a very good one,” Holmes noted. “Painted pot metal instead of bronze, glass rubies and pearls, and frosted glass instead of opal.”




“It just had to fool us long enough to draw us out,” she said quietly.




We sat in the parlor of a luxurious suite in the least notorious brothel of London. I say ‘least’ because it was not a business whose name fell off the lips of casual customers. Transactions were available only to an elite membership, and membership was by invitation only. Invitation was determined by the staff, as they both owned and managed the establishment. My sensibilities, delicate and otherwise, were too diminished by exhaustion, pain, grief, and confusion to take offense at our surroundings. The only things I really noticed was that the appointments were much more tasteful than most houses of ill repute, the inhabitants far better behaved, and that I had no real curiosity regarding the contents of the locked cabinets our hostess had asked us to leave untouched.




“The man the rat god possessed was not bound by the circle,” I noted, considering the sheaf of notes both Miss Summers and Mister Holmes had written since our arrival. 




The table was awash with coffee and tea cups, a stack of dishes from a hasty repast, and an assortment of medical supplies from my own and Miss Summers bags.




“He never closed the circle,” she answered. “All he did was summon Da Shu Ken. My guess is that he’d already put the real necklace on his victim before he brought her over.”




“Which explains his lateness,” Holmes added, “but not his goal. He could have won the rat god’s favor without ever exposing himself to us. Why?”




“He wanted something we have,” Miss Summers answered.




All three of us turned our eyes to the couch where Jane Smythe slept in a limp huddle.




“He couldn’t have known,” I argued. “We didn’t know until they appeared there.”




“No,” Holmes agreed, “so he originally wished to draw us out, presumably to get to Miss Summers, but he learned of the twins’ presence and took advantage of it.”




“They were hidden the whole time,” Miss Summers objected.




“Were they?” Holmes asked. “Tell me, Miss Summers, these traits of Da Shu Ken—its ability to control fire, appear in dreams, and possess those not in possession of their faculties—how are these known? By revelation?”




“Not very often,” she said, biting her lower lip as she considered. “Usually, it’s a process of trial and error. Someone survived dealing with it, so they told stories about it, and people remember what they did. Sometimes monks or wizards will set out to learn all they can about a particular kind of demon or an extremely powerful individual demon. Once in a blue moon, some other power will give someone an info dump. The Watchers Council probably has one of the most complete libraries in Europe, especially after the loss of the libraries at Alexandria, Syracuse, and Baghdad.”




“So it is possible for a demon such as Da Shu Ken to possess abilities not yet documented,” Holmes asserted.




“Sure.”




“Schlessinger became aware of the presence of our Misses Smythe after he arrived, but there was no way for him to see them,” Holmes said. “Miss Jane tells us that she and her sister did not hear anyone enter their building until after Schlessinger had fled and his victim had died. I submit that the death of the victim rewarded Schlessinger with information he did not previously have, that the twins were waiting nearby, and he made use of this information.”




“But how would Da Shu Ken know?” Miss Summers asked. “It’s not omniscient.”




“The rats,” I answered, pushing away my cup. “The place was crawling with them. There was no way to avoid them in that place.”




“It seems probable,” Holmes admitted.




“Oh my god,” Miss Summers said, putting her face in her hands for a moment. “There have to be two or three rats per human in this city.”




“The scale of this man’s threat has suddenly widened far beyond the original scope,” Holmes said softly. 




“What do you mean?” I asked.




“There are most certainly rats in Parliament,” he answered. “I doubt there is a single government office in the country that does not have its share. To say nothing of the castles and palaces Her Majesty occupies.”




“Private business,” Miss Summers added, not looking up, “utilities, transport. Rats can go anywhere, listen to anything. Hell, you can train rats. They’re smart.”




A pall fell on our opulent room. While it was well past the middle of the night, the house around us was still bustling with servants and visitors. Miss Summers had brought us around to the servants’ entrance and asked to speak to a particular person. It had taken nearly half an hour for the requested woman to appear, and she’d been very welcoming until she’d seen the state of our party—all of us carrying weapons, Miss Summers and I wearing bloodstained clothes and little Jane in dirty boy’s trousers and jacket. Holmes was the only one who could appear in public without drawing concern, and even he looked tired. 




The woman in question, a senior partner in the business here, had tried to brush Miss Summers off and had even started to call for a footman when Miss Summers took her arm and whispered several things in her ear. It didn’t turn the lady friendly to us, but it unlocked her hospitality better than ‘open, sesame’. We were given a private suite with a warm fire, food and drink, and safety.




Miss Summers had retreated to the bedroom long enough to change into a full length robe and wash her hands and face. I had used the basin and pitcher as well to freshen, stripped off my ruined jacket and vest, and donned a quilted smoking jacket far more luxurious than my own tastes dictated. I would have objected to the propriety of appearing less than fully dressed in front of Miss Summers and a child not my own, let alone Miss Summers’s appearance, but she was completely unconcerned, even unaware, of the indelicacy. I suppose it was foolish to worry about such pedestrian concerns where we were, but I noticed that the ladies of the house remained fully dressed in the public rooms.




“Mister Holmes, how long does it take to get from Strelsau to London?” Miss Summers asked.




He looked up from his scribblings and considering.




“If the person in question were to take the Orient Express from Strelsau to Paris,” he began.




“Oh, he would,” she sighed.




“And then La Fléche d’Or to Calais, the ferry to Dover, and then the Golden Arrow to London,” he continued. “Three days, perhaps four.”




“Okay, so we’ve got three days here before the current count of Hentzau sends someone to find out who called in a significant favor in his name,” she said, “and I really don’t want to have to explain to him who I am, what I’ve done, and why.”




“Why would you have to explain yourself to such a person?” Holmes asked.




“Because, in order to get us in here,” she answered, “I had to use a passcode my mentor gave me and my other cohort members. Basically, if we’re in serious trouble outside of Strelsau but somewhere his family has agents, we can go to one of them, say the word, and anything we need, we get. But, there will be some serious explaining afterwards. My Hentzau would be fine with it. But I’m a hundred years before him in a universe that might not end up containing him, and the current Hentzau has never heard of me. He’s not going to be thrilled.”




So, in the space of a few minutes, our case had expanded from a London-bound killer to a man with the tools to worm his way into Britain’s center of power, to an international imbroglio. I was at a loss as to what to make of her claims of a hundred years and another universe.




“And, how, exactly, did you come to have connections in such a place as this?” Holmes asked, indicating the building and business around us with an airy circle of his first two fingers.




“Let’s just say that my knack for languages got me noticed,” she answered. “Hyacinth—all the ladies here go by horticultural names; it’s their little joke—offered me a job.”




How many a young lady’s precipitous decline in the world began with just such an offer? Miss Summers must have noticed my expression, though I thought I’d composed my features.




“As a French and German tutor to some of the staff, Doctor Watson,” she told me. “They take pride in expanding their skill set, and after English, those are the two most popular languages. I did figure they’d probably end up asking me to join full time since I didn’t clutch my pearls or call for a fainting couch.”




I shifted, uncomfortable with such overly frank talk from what I had taken to be a properly sheltered, though very intelligent and well educated young woman. She laughed at me, amused but not offended.




“I said no to both offers, Doctor, but not before getting a tour of the facilities.”




She gave me a rueful smile and looked around. 




“Quiet, unobtrusive, well guarded, and efficiently run,” she said. “I’ve had tea with her twice since then, and I’ve kept this place in the back of my head as a hidey-hole, in case things went south.”




She lost all trace of humor and looked away.




“Which I guess it did.” She paused and studied her right hand. “That’s the second time I’ve killed someone. At least the last one was actually trying to kill me.”




“As was this one,” Holmes reminded her.




She shook her head. “No, he wasn’t even there. Poor guy probably went drinking with his buddies and wandered into an alley to take a…not that he would have been okay after that thing climbed out of his head, but…I really wish I were back home, even in 1895.”




Holmes and I exchanged a look.




“And what would you find back home?” Holmes asked.




“Madame Vashtra for one thing,” Miss Summers answered. “My first tutor introduced us. I wish he were here, and even if he weren’t, Madame Vashtra would help. She was the one who stopped Jack the Ripper.”




“This woman caught Jack the Ripper?” I asked.




“No, she ate him,” she replied.




“I beg your pardon?” I asked, hardly crediting my ears. “She was…a cannibal?”




“No,” she said. “She wasn’t human. And it turned out that Jack the Ripper wasn’t either. That’s the problem. All the allies I know of—the Doctor, Madame Vashtra, Torchwood—they’re all back in my version of…look, I should just explain this.”




“Yes, please,” Holmes said.




“So, I have the innate ability to move from one universe to another,” she said. “Just…by myself. My last trip, I got really sick. One of my teachers figured a possible fix, and I’m testing it, so I came to this world. It’s fairly close to mine, except time runs a little slower here, so it’s about a century earlier than where I come from. You guys have got both a Ruritania and a Denmark. No blue roses, but also no dandelions, and you’ve got a kingdom of Bohemia.”




“What is a dandelion?” I asked, perturbed and fascinated at the same time.




“Later, Doctor,” Miss Summers told me. “The thing is, I can’t just come and go. Once I’m in a world, there’s something I have to do. I don’t know what it is until I’ve done it, and I know I can go. Sometimes, it’s really obvious. Like I walked into this room, and everybody there screamed at me in a language I didn’t recognize and pointed at a flashing button. So, I pushed the button. Job done. I went home.”




“What was the button for?” I asked.




“No idea.” She shrugged. “Sometimes it makes sense, like when I found a letter ready to mail and dropped it in a post box. I figure someone somewhere needed that letter to arrive. Other times, it doesn’t. Like, I arrived on a beach, and there’s no one there. So, I hang out for a while, walk about a mile down the coast in both directions, walk a mile inland and come back. Nothing. It’s cold, and it’s going to rain, and I’m bored, so I built a sand castle. Would have been wiped out by the next tide, but as soon as I put a little leaf on a twig as a flag on the top, I’m done, and I can go.”




“But why?” I asked.




“It’s not like someone leaves me explanatory pamphlets, Doctor,” she said, throwing her hands up.




“So there are some similarities in the worlds you visit?” Holmes asked.




She nodded. “And differences.”




“And the Watchers Council?” Holmes asked, glancing over at where Jane slept.




Miss Summers’s face turned hard and angry.




“The Watchers Council is responsible for finding and training potential Vampire Slayers—girls gifted with the mystical strength, speed, and skill to fight demons and stop them,” she told us. “I don’t know if they were ever very good at it. The average time from a girl becoming the Slayer to dying is less than two years.”




“What?!”




I sat up, filled with outrage. To send girls, children, into battle as if they were soldiers? Miss Summers looked up at me, and I saw years of knowledge and grief in her gaze.




“My sister, Buffy, was called when she was fifteen,” she continued. “She’s now twenty-three. She’s the oldest, longest serving Vampire Slayer. In my world, there are pretty good records of all the Slayers who’ve been called. Jane and Agatha Smythe were called when they were fourteen. They lasted a little over two years. They died fighting a demon that could have been banished, if the Watchers hadn’t had their collective heads up their collective asses.”




She struggled with her emotions for a moment.




“My sister’s Watcher, Rupert Giles, has a theory that the Council was worried about the Slayer line being broken or compromised. There had never been two Slayers called at the same time before. It happened with Buffy. She died fighting the Master, but our friend Xander revived her. Still, another Slayer was called. Her Council wasn’t too thrilled about it, but their Council might have set the two of them up to die at the same time because they wanted to be sure the next Slayer would be called.”




“That is obscene,” I said, hearing the anger in my own voice.




“Who was responsible for this decision?” Holmes asked, leaning back and watching, his eyes half hooded.




“If that’s what went down,” Miss Summers replied, “and Giles thinks it did, it was Clarence Peverell’s call. I used to think Giles was being paranoid. Once I met Peverell, I changed my mind. I mean, for God’s sake, he fired Mary Po—”




She stopped, frozen. Then she blinked.




“Mary Poppins.”




She got to her feet and crossed over to the couch on which Jane slept. Then she bent over and roused Jane.




“Jane? Wake up.”




Jane rubbed her eyes and put her elbow under her. 




“What is it? Is Agatha back?”




“Jane, who was your nanny?” Miss Summers asked.




“Our nanny?” Jane repeated. “You mean, Mary Poppins? Oh, I wish she were here.”




“I’ll see if I can find her,” Miss Summers told her. “Go back to sleep. I’m sorry I woke you.”




Jane did so without fuss, and Miss Summers straightened, her expression a picture.




“I know what to do,” she said. “I actually know what to do.”




“And that is?” I asked.




Holmes watched her, studying her with intensity.




“Okay, there are rules,” she said. “She has to be asked for and hired, and that means it has to be done by whoever has legal guardianship of the girls, but that’s the Council or maybe Peverell. So we’ve got to get custody somehow.”




She stared off into space, hands held in front of her as if she were about to dig into a basket or stir a pot, and her eyes darted back and forth for several moments.




“Holmes!” she announced. “We have to go see your brother, Mycroft.”




Holmes lost all his assumed languor and stood.




“And what do you know about my brother, Miss Summers?” he asked, eyes narrowed.




“You have a brother?” I asked, baffled.




In all the years I’d known him, he’d never said a word about a brother.




“Okay, the world I come from?” she said. “The stories of Sherlock Holmes were published in The Strand, but they weren’t written by Doctor John Watson. They were written by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. I read the entire canon when I was eleven. Four novels and fifty-six short stories. So when I say I know who your brother is, Holmes, and I know that he is the British government, you really need to believe me, and we really need to go see him.”







After Holmes reluctantly acquiesced, Miss Summers recovered much of her animation. Holmes swore that his brother would see no one before he’d eaten his breakfast, and that never happened before seven in the morning. She accepted this and tugged on the bell pull for a servant. A few minutes later, a maid appeared, and Miss Summers switched to voluble French with a slightly canted Langue d’Oc accent and asked that she might be allowed to borrow a good walking dress from one of the other ladies with all the necessary garments and a pair of boots. And would Mamzelle Bernadette be so kind as to arrange the delivery of bathwater at six, a fresh change of appropriate clothes for the others of her party, and a breakfast of our own.




As Bernadette protested that this was all a great deal to arrange, Miss Summers returned to her bag, fished around in it, and I heard a glass jar being opened, then closed. Miss Summers took the maid’s hand and placed something in it, and Bernadette’s reply stopped cold with a gasp. I craned my head and saw a small handful of pearls—perfect, unstrung, and in a rainbow of iridescent colors. I am no judge of gems, but I would have to guess that she had put literally hundreds of pounds of wealth in this servant’s hand.




“Bien?” Miss Summers asked.




“Aaah…bien, mademoiselle,” Bernadette answered, curtsied, and hurried off.




“What time is it?” Miss Summers asked, watching the maid go.




I checked my watch. 




“A quarter of three,” I told her.




“Okay, three hours of sleep,” she said. “I’ve managed on less. I’ll take Jane with me, and we’ll split the bed.”




Once she had shuffled the sleepy Jane into the bedroom and closed the door, Holmes and I were left standing in the parlor.




“Do you know,” I said, “I feel as if one of those terrible vortex storms has run me down and thrown me into another world quite unlike the one I woke up in.”




“They’re called tornadoes, Watson,” Holmes said absently. “And Lewis Carroll could not have written a stranger tale.”







Chapter Seven



Three hours sleep was little more than a fortifying nap, but it was enough to restore me to good working order. It was also enough for every bruise, scratch, and cut to gain strength and throb whole heartedly. Holmes, as was his wont, stayed up the entire time, sitting and smoking his pipe. Food was brought. Clothes were brought. Piping hot water and towels were brought, though Holmes and I were limited to the washstand, basin, and pitcher. There was, apparently, a servant’s door into the bedroom, as a bathtub was hauled in and filled for Miss Summers and Jane. The sounds of bathing were readily audible through the thin door, which I found distracting even if Holmes didn’t.




About the time I began to wonder what could be keeping the ladies, Jane poked her head out through the door.




“Doctor Watson?” she asked. “Only Miss Summers says she needs your help.”




“Is she ill?” I asked, reaching for my medical bag.




She had not complained when I’d stitched a cut on her arm, and her stamina seemed as good as any man’s, but if she’d taken ill, I would not have been surprised.




“No,” Jane said. “It’s just that she needs help.”




Perturbed, I went into the room. There was a lapis blue walking suit laid out on the bed with matching shoes on the floor at the foot. The quality, elegance, and richness of the suit immediately proclaimed it a Worth, which testified more to the wealth of the household than any accounting book might. The bathtub was still full, though plainly had been used. Miss Summers belongings, including her satchel, were neatly stacked on a chair, and there was a dressing screen stretched across the corner of the room.




Miss Summers stuck her head past the screen, and I saw that she’d dressed her hair in a very plain and simple chignon. It was quite becoming.




“Doctor, I am so sorry to bother you, but I’ve been waiting for the maid to come back for half an hour now,” she said. “I don’t think it’s a good idea to wait any longer.”




“What do you require?” I asked.




“I wouldn’t ask, except, I can’t do it myself, and Jane’s no good,” she explained.




“I’m utter rubbish,” Jane declared, looking not unpleased with herself. “Even if I can tie a hitch, a half-hitch, and a fisherman’s knot.”




“Very well,” I said, still confused. “But what do you need?”




Miss Summers took a deep breath. “I need you to lace me up.”




“I…see,” I managed.




“It’s just that I’ve never worn one of these things before,” she apologized. “And you were married.”




I stared at my feet. It is one of the greater privileges of married life that a husband is afforded such intimacy with his wife. I helped Mary with her corset nearly every day. Yet, while that intimacy is completely appropriate between man and wife, it would be enough to get me shot if I took such liberties with another man’s wife, sister, or daughter. A young, unmarried lady asking for such help from a man who was not her husband was as good as announcing that she was of low moral character.




“I could go find a maid,” I offered.




“I tried,” she said. “Jane tried. They’re either gone or they’re dead asleep. We really can’t wait anymore.”




“Are we going to get Agatha?” Jane asked, betraying some anxiety.




And there really was no way out of this.




“You’ve never worn a corset before?” I asked.




“I wore a bodice at a Ren Faire a couple of years ago,” she told me. “That laced up the front and was a heck of a lot simpler. I’ve never worn anything like this.”




“I see.”




I thought back to all the mornings I had watched Mary getting ready and tried to imagine the discrete steps. 




“You are wearing all the necessary undergarments?” I asked, feeling my cheeks grow warm.




“Yeah, that part wasn’t too difficult,” she answered.




“Put your shoes on,” I instructed.




“Put my…”




“You won’t be able to bend at the waist after I’ve assisted you,” I explained.




“Oh, right.”




She reached out and snatched the boots from the floor. I had a vision of a lovely bare arm and a chemise covered shoulder then followed by the first, then the second, stockinged foot as she sat and pulled the boots on. 




“I take it the clothing you are familiar with is different from our own?” I asked for the sake of conversation.




“Well, it’s got the same basics,” she said, grunting a little with the effort of pulling her loaned boots on. “But they’re nowhere near as complicated. In fact, none of our clothes are as complicated as this stuff. Plus, they don’t stain as much, and they’ve got a lot more give to them. Laundry’s no longer an all day affair either.”




“Sounds marvelous,” I observed.




“And in the tropics, we actually wear things that don’t cause death by heat stroke,” she added. “Okay, boots are done.”




“Very well,” I said, bracing myself, “come out and face the wall.”




She looked almost like a doe stepping out of the cover of the forest, wide-eyed and hesitant. I made a point of not looking directly at her, but rather where the ceiling and wall directly ahead met. The wallpaper was an intricate pattern of gray-green agapanthus over dust colored fishscale. Miss Summers took her place before me and squared her shoulders. She stood with a straight spine and strong, well defined muscles in her neck and shoulders. If anything, her musculature was a bit pronounced for a young woman of better than working class. There was a large bruise on her left shoulder, from the fall off the sacrificial stage last night, yet her neck was unblemished—or so I thought until I saw a faint line of color change near the back of her neck. She had access to some cosmetic that could completely mask bruises.




I found myself wondering, while I checked the edges of the corset and knotted the laces below the last hole, what I would have done if I’d ever seen my sweet Mary marked by such violence. Beaten the man who’d done such a thing to a pulp was my first thought. As a doctor, I’d seen enough injury caused by husbands who felt their authority gave them the right to use their fists for correction to know that a woman was most likely to suffer injury at the very hands of the one most obliged to protect her, and to my discouragement, I’d learned that no degree of wealth protected a woman if her husband was of such a brutish disposition. I knew better than to believe that just because a man displayed an even temperament to his fellows, he must therefore be of the same character in private. 




Yet, while Miss Summers did not run the risk of that manner of harm, she courted far worse with her wanderlust and adventuring. She traveled without a male relative, without even a friend or chaperone. No wonder she dressed as a boy most of the time. What drove her to do it? Surely she was cognizant of the risk. It was incomprehensible to me.




I ran through the laces at every other crossing, tugging them a bit and bringing the slack down from the top and up from the bottom to the waist. She had fine, soft skin still warm from the bath, and I realized that what I’d taken for a flaw in her coloration was actually a tan line delineating where a string had crossed the back of her neck and the rest had been exposed to the sun some months before. As close as I stood, I could smell the perfume of her bath salts. I hastily corralled my thoughts back to the problem at hand and concentrated on the laces. 




“Is that comfortable?” I asked, having found the point where the corset was drawn snug but had not yet pulled in her waist.




“Yes,” she answered, not looking up. 




The back of her neck, especially at her hairline, went pink. I found my mouth had gone quite dry. I cleared my throat and glanced over at the dress. The maid had chosen well. The dress was clearly for a young woman of Miss Summer’s willowy proportions, though I suspected the hem would fall short on her unusual height. I checked the waist and compared it by spanning my hands across her back at the appropriate point. She wouldn’t need much. 




“Exhale,” I instructed.




She did so, and I pulled in the laces from the top half and followed them down to the middle again. Then from the bottom. I checked against the dress again and decided I needed to do another round.




“You two are being very quiet,” Jane said, watching with frank curiosity.




The only thing that had kept this from being a complete moral rout was the presence of our unwitting chaperone. However, her commentary was not helpful.




“I’m working on my multiplication tables,” Miss Summers said, sounding a little choked.




“Well, if you don’t have them down, I never will,” Jane declared. “What about you, Doctor Watson?”




“There’s a Shakespeare soliloquy I’ve been practicing,” I answered.




It seemed as good an answer as any, but I found myself reciting Richard III’s ‘now is the winter of our discontent’ to myself as a distraction from the object of my work. When I had brought the edges of the corset to an appropriate distance, I took a step back and regarded my work, which I instantly regretted. Not because of any fault in my efforts, but because Miss Summers’ figure, back turned to me in a gentle contrapposto as she looked over her shoulder at me brought to mind the first time I’d encountered a sculpture of Venus Callipyge. I averted my eyes hastily.




“If you would try the dress and let me know if you need further assistance,” I harrumphed and made the quickest exit I could manage, closing the door firmly behind me.




Safe, thank heavens.




“Is Miss Summers well?” Holmes asked, not looking up from the paper which had been delivered in my absence.




“Yes,” I responded. “Quite a healthy young lady.”




“Is there some impediment?” he asked, looking up, still incurious.




“Only a trifling matter of laces,” I answered, taking a seat. “She and Jane should be ready shortly.”




“Good,” he declared. “I must say, Watson, having worked and fought alongside Miss Summers yesterday, I find I must reconsider my many objections to the female gender. If there exists such a world where young women may wear trousers, train in fencing, and learn to think as logically as an educated man, I must concede that the faults I so often ascribe to women may instead be attributed to how we, as a society and nation, have decreed they must behave.”




“You do not think she is perhaps an outlier even in her own world?” I asked, trying to relax into the conversation.




“Her gift for language is certainly beyond the scope of mere mortals,” he answered, considering the matter, “and I suspect her ability to move between worlds is singular, else we would be drowned in a sea of onlookers and tourists eager for a glimpse of the heroes of four novels and fifty-six short stories.”




“She must have exaggerated that, Holmes,” I protested. “You may have hundreds of cases, but most of them are either not readily explained to the average reader and many others touch upon such delicate personages as could not be published for another century. I have perhaps another ten stories I could write, at best.”




“You forget, dear Watson,” he reminded me, “that she spoke of another writer and said that our stories were fiction. Even so, I imagine that should you comb your diaries, you could find grist for all that and more.”




Fiction. So the troubles my friend and I encountered, the deaths we had seen, the dangers we faced were the mere twiddles of some novelist’s imagination, inventions to provoke tension and elicit interest in simple entertainment. How had this Sir Arthur handled the death of Mary Watson née Morstan? Did he write that I’d held her in my arms as she died and in her feverish exhaustion, she had demanded that I promise her I would try to find happiness again, with another wife, though there was not a single woman as faultless and good as my sweet Mary, or did he pass off her death as a mere point of reference, not to be discussed?




Holmes saw my bleak anger, folded the paper, and set it aside. 




“I am sorry,” he apologized. “The notion is just an intellectual exercise for me, but it is so much more for you.”




“Indeed,” I said softly. 




The door to the bedroom opened, and Jane and Miss Summers joined us, ready to go out. Miss Summers looked up, met my eyes and blushed even while she gave me a kind of ironic half-smile. I suppose, from her point of view, the entire exercise was like the customs of the Afghani tribes, where the women were cloaked from head to toe, and no part of them could be seen except their eyes and hands.




I was glad I was not in Afghanistan, for Miss Summers in a lapis blue walking suit trimmed with gold and lavender ribbons was a vision of loveliness, and little Jane was delight in a girl’s sailor dress with matching hat.




“I’m never wearing a corset!” Jane declared. “It’s far too much trouble.”







“Doctor Watson never told me,” Miss Summers remarked on the ride over to the Diogenes Club, “what it was that gave me away two nights ago.”




“Both your earlobes are pierced,” Holmes answered. “There were many other clues, certainly, but even among sailors, only one earlobe is ever pierced.”




“Yeah, I need to figure out a way to hide that,” she muttered, then looked up. “What were the other clues?”




“Your hair was clearly swept up beneath your cap, meaning it was longer than is currently fashionable for a boy,” Holmes noted, “but even a boy who cannot afford a visit to the barber will not tuck his hair into his cap. He will, if he must, cut his own hair, even with a knife. Your waistcoat, being slightly too large, allowed a glimpse of where your shirt pressed against the bandages I presume you used to alter your silhouette. You did not think to procure a belt, so the waistband of your trousers did not fall at your own waist as as it will on the straight figure of a man, but at your hips, forcing you to roll the cuffs. You dressed as an apprentice, but your hands are far too delicate, fair, and soft for even the rigors of office work. Finally, when you speak, an attentive watcher may catch a glimpse of your wisdom teeth. This indicates you are years older than any boy as which you wish to pass, especially in comparison to your small jaw and pointed chin.”




She laughed ruefully.




“So that’s what that feels like,” she said. “I always wondered from reading the stories what it was like to be on the receiving end.”




“It is a fair disguise,” Holmes told her. “On a dark night for a fleeting moment, but not for extended intercourse. Your natural speaking voice is low for a woman, which is a help, and your habits of speech, American and otherwise, do not lead to the automatic assumption that you are a woman.”




There must have been a turn of phrase in Holmes’s words as strange to Miss Summers as some of hers were to us, as her expression bent into a valiantly repressed smile, and she struggled to maintain her composure.







The Diogenes Club was another specimen of the British gentleman’s club with one outstanding feature: talking was absolutely forbidden. In fact, it appeared the members preferred to believe that there were no other persons in existence, and the staff did their best to sustain that belief. After a pointed exchange of gestures and scribbled notes with the butler over the impossibility of Miss Summers and Jane accompanying us beyond the foyer, Miss Summers took out a slender wallet, opened it, and showed it to the man. His eyes went wide, and his brows nearly reached his hairline. With no further argument, he led us through the heavily carpeted hallways to a parlor.




I had offered Miss Summers help into and out of the carriage, which she accepted. She was plainly ill at ease wearing the type of clothing, however fine, that millions of young women wore across Britain. Her stride was checked. She was uncertain of her balance, and she hesitated at every small challenge. It struck me that here and now, she was far more the shy and retiring miss one might expect of a girl brought up in a proper family. 




What was even more surprising was how uncomfortable Holmes was. He frowned and pursed his lips in thought. He tapped his walking stick on the floor in a rare show of fidgeting. The only thing that prevented me from asking after his mental state was the overwhelming silence of the club. It was like exploring an upholstered graveyard. We were conducted into a richly appointed room. Miss Summers stared frankly around her, taking it in. Near the fireplace, in a leather wingback chair as grand as a throne sat an enormous man of large, blunt features. He was corpulent, sardonic in expression and gesture, and his eyes were even sharper than Holmes. I took him immediately as my friend’s older brother, Mycroft Holmes.




He looked up from a folio, a question ready on his lips, saw us, and paused, the words unspoken. I counted less than four seconds before he did speak.




“Tell me, little brother,” he said in a mellifluous voice, “do you battle the White Duke, the Cult of the Risen Persephone, Baron Samedi, Da Shu Ken, or the Prince of Clocks?”




I looked over and saw that Holmes was mildly annoyed while Miss Summers mouth had fallen open in astonishment. She shut it with a click and looked up at Holmes.




“Ooooh, I like him,” Jane said, holding onto Miss Summers’s hand. “He’s clever.”




“Thank you,” Mycroft Holmes responded with mild manners.




“Who’s the Prince of Clocks?” Jane asked him.




“Clearly, no one you need concern yourself with at this time,” he told her. “And my list is down to four possibilities. Sherlock?”




“Miss Summers,” Holmes said, arch and dry, “my elder brother, Mycroft, whom you referred to as the British government.”




“Oh, surely not a ‘Miss’,” Mycroft Holmes said.




“I beg your pardon!” I objected, stung by the discourtesy to our companion.




“Easy, Watson,” Holmes murmured.




“It’s okay,” Miss Summers assured me. “Holmes saw it as soon as I took my gloves off.”




She lifted her right hand, and on the third finger, I saw a slender signet ring in an unfamiliar style.




“The crest of the extinct Ruritanian Order of the Blue Rose,” Holmes Majorus said. “You were knighted less than two months ago. The fascinating bag you wear at your hip was constructed by a witch of the Other Realm nearly a year ago and has seen use in countless excursions. There are four symbols marked in the leather long after the original construction—an ankh, a magnifying glass, a crow, and a heart superimposed over a white rose. The crow is for Hentzau, one of the oldest families in Europe. The other three I do not recognize.”




“My friends and cohort mates,” she told him. 




“I will ask further questions when your own quest is not so urgent,” he pronounced. “You bring with you young Jane Smythe, one of the two Smythe twins, the only identical twins born to the line of the Vampire Slayer. None of their troubles are mundane or mild enough to draw my brother’s attention, which means we tread on obscure ground. 




“It is the second day of the first full moon after the vernal equinox,” he continued. “The Cult of the Risen Persephone has grown more active in the last decade, and the time between the equinox and the last day of the full moon is theirs, but their victims tend to be young and virile men. The White Duke may claim the debts owed to him through the autumnal equinox; the greater the debt, the sooner he claims it. The Prince of Clocks has been recruiting agents for nearly a century, and the Watchers Council is ripe with the Pharisees who make such delicious pawns in the Court of Paraphernalia.”




“Baron Samedi?” Miss— Lady…good heavens, I was unsure of her first name.




“In 1836, this office received several corroborated reports of two Slayers working in tandem with a free man of color by the name of Benjamin Janvier and a large number of other concerned citizens in New Orleans, Louisiana at the behest of Samedi,” he said, picking up an orange and using his thumbnail to break the peel. “The Slayer at that time lived in Kathmandu. Baron Samedi is capricious, willful, and arbitrary. I find no difficulty in believing he might refuse to be bound by causal reality.”




“And Da Shu Ken?” I asked.




“His season ended with the equinox, and his power wanes,” Mycroft Holmes said, separating the peel from the orange a patient quarter inch at a time. “Yet, there is a troubling pattern of deaths and advancements for a singular man with access to the tools which summon the rat god.”




“He kidnapped my sister,” Jane told him. 




“Ah,” Mycroft responded. “My agent within the Watchers Council reported your disappearance last night.”




Jane gasped with delight. “It’s Hemming, isn’t it? He can do anything, since he’s the butler, and Uncle Clarence never notices.”




I saw that great man’s cynical features ease a bit, and there was a well hidden twinkle of affection in his eyes.




“You show yourself to be more perceptive than your guardian, Miss Jane,” he told her.




“We think he’s going to try to sacrifice her to Da Shu Ken tonight,” our knighted companion told him.




“And how shall I call you, Ritterin des blauen Rose?” Mycroft asked, regarding her with academic curiosity.




“Dawn Summers,” she answered.




“And what do you wish me to do?” he asked. “My abilities are quite limited in instances like this. It was a necessary trade to fulfill the role I’ve adopted. I can affect very little in the shadow world we speak of, though I know a great deal of it. My powers are purely mundane.”




“It’s a mundane problem we need your help with,” Mi— Lady Dawn told him. “We need to ally ourselves with Mary Poppins. In order to do that, we have to name someone other than the Watchers Council as Jane and Agatha’s guardian.”




Mycroft’s eyes narrowed. 




“Mary Poppins is a fiction,” he said. “The creature that frightens bogeymen and protects children.”




“She isn’t!” Jane declared. “I mean, she does, but she was my nanny, mine and Agatha’s.”




“She’s a subject of Oneiros,” Lady Dawn said. “She can be summoned with a help wanted ad for a nanny position, if you word the ad correctly, but the position has to be approved by whoever has legal authority over the children.”




I had once thought Sherlock Holmes’s eyes to be quite cold, but I realized as I watched a series of weighted calculations take place behind Mycroft’s eyes that my friend possessed nothing like the shrewd accountancy his brother used in place of a heart.




“This will not be a temporary adjustment,” he said. “We will not play musical chairs with the girls’ lives. One of you must become their guardian, and I must have your word that it will be for the rest of their lives.”




So it seemed that there was some honor in accountancy. Then I realized that instead of referring to their childhood, Mycroft counted their lives as ending before their majority, and my heart froze. Lady Dawn was right. They would be called as these ‘vampire slayers’, and they would die in battle before they reached the age of eighteen, six short years from now. Perhaps taken from this nefarious Watchers Council, they might survive past sixteen, but even that was not certain.




“Sherlock?” Mycroft asked.




My friend met his brother’s gaze with a level one of his own, yet I was aware of a hesitancy in his manner.




“I am not the man for it,” he told Mycroft. “The young ladies deserve a father, one devoted to their care on a daily basis. I do not possess the temperament or the inclination to such things.”




It is a hard thing to be so honest regarding one’s faults, but Holmes knew himself better than anyone, and I dare say with his mercurial moods, horror of tedium, and vainglorious intellect, he would make a less than ideal father. Lady Dawn turned to him.




“Holmes, I’m sure if—” she began, attempting to reassure him.




He held up a hand to stop her.




“I make few claims to moral superiority,” he said. “I am not the type of man the empire is built on—husband, father, soldier—but I am necessary to this small island. Thus, I cannot commit myself to any other path.”




“Does that mean Mister Holmes doesn’t want me?” Jane asked me softly.




“It means, Miss Jane,” Mycroft told her, “that he is honest to a fault and would rather see you thrive in the care of another than suffer under his own. Lady Dawn, will you?”




Lady Dawn looked stricken.




“I can’t,” she said. “Once my job’s done, I go home, and I can’t take anyone with me. I’ve tried staying past when I should go, and I managed about a day. I won’t make a promise to Jane and Agatha and then break it.”




I looked down at Jane. She had hung her head and would not look up.




“I will do it,” I said.




“Watson?” Holmes asked me.




“It’s been too quiet, Holmes,” I told him. “In Baker Street. I miss the noise of family life. The bachelor life was good, but it is not my life anymore. I would belong to and be needed by another again. In this case, two others.”




When I looked down at Jane again, I saw her staring up at me, wide eyed with incredulity and something I realized I had not seen in her or her sister’s face before. Hope. Coupled with that hope was a yearning so strong, it must have hurt terribly.




“Would you have me as a father?” I asked her. “I can’t promise I’ll be very good at it, as I’ve never done it before. But I will try.”




Jane flung her arms around my waist and buried her head against my midsection, hugging me with a strength greater than most men’s. 




“Just wait until we tell Agatha!” Jane said, looking up at me. Her face was streaked with tears.




“Well, our Baker Street domicile will never contain two such vital sparks,” Holmes said. “I suppose I must acquaint myself with solitude again.”




“You can buy 221A and 221C Baker Street,” Lady Dawn said.




“I fear you woefully overestimate the earnings of a general physician,” I told her. 




Jane had yet to release me, and my ribs were beginning to ache.




“Not you.” Lady Dawn smiled at me. “Mycroft.”




Holmes the Elder looked less than pleased. 




“And why should I do that?” he asked. “Half the troubles from the Watchers Council arise because they immure themselves from the rest of the world and believe they are set apart.”




“Yeah, well, speaking from experience,” Lady Dawn answered, “worrying about how you’re going to pay your rent can really interfere with training. Besides which, I’ll bribe you.”




“I beg your pardon,” Mycroft said.




Lady Dawn opened her satchel, reached within, and withdrew a roll of papers. And kept withdrawing it. Startled, I checked what I already knew. Her satchel was no more than fifteen or so inches deep. Even if the roll had been stored diagonally within, it shouldn’t have been more than eighteen or twenty inches in length, yet the roll Lady Dawn extracted grew longer and longer until it was nearly four feet in length.




The only person not staring wide eyed at her parlor trick was Mycroft. All he did was raise an eyebrow.




“Most of the places I go to have the same geography and mix of cultures that my home world does,” she said. “Which means that the same conflicts tend to keep showing up. So, one of my friends suggested that I pack some resources that would be helpful to anyone with an interest in one of those places.”




“And this place?” Mycroft asked, curiosity plainly piqued.




“How about the Balkans?” she offered.




“Done,” he answered instantly.




“Ah, you might want to hear the terms of my deal,” Lady Dawn said.




“Jane,” I said softly, no longer able to withstand her viselike grip. “Jane, could you loosen your arms a bit? I’m having trouble breathing.”




“Oh!” She looked up at me, chagrined, and let go of her hug.




I gave her my hand to hold instead, which she quite happily took.




“By all means,” Mycroft answered.




“Doctor Watson is in charge of training Jane and Agatha Smythe and any other potential Slayer he feels up to taking on,” Lady Dawn said. “Whatever funding the British government gives the Watchers Council is given to him and Mister Holmes, and they are declared the new heads of the Watchers Council with your full support. They can hand it off if they like, but it has to be to someone who meets your qualifications. The current members of the Watchers Counsel can go pound sand. In fact, if you wanted to confiscate their British holdings, I wouldn’t complain.”




“What else?” Mycroft asked with a gleam in his eye that implied her terms were nowhere close to the value of what she offered.




“All potential Slayers are given full British citizenship,” she continued, “and a title with peerage and a sizable estate is created for the Slayer herself with heritability by the role of the Slayer, not heirs of the body.”




“I cannot promise as that is the prerogative of Her Majesty,” Mycroft said, “but I will do my utmost to convince her.”




“That’s good enough,” Lady Dawn replied. “Full financial support for any child of a Slayer, and open communication with the current Graf von und zum Hentzau. Make friends with him. Good friends.”




“Is that all?” Mycroft asked.




Lady Dawn made a moue. “You owe Doctor Watson and Sherlock Holmes. If you can help them and it doesn’t compromise your own interests, you do.”




“Very well.”




She thought a little further. “Beginning in nineteen eighteen, there’s a global influenza pandemic that kills anywhere from twenty-five to one hundred million people.”




“Dear God,” I gasped.




“Do you believe I can stop it?” Mycroft asked.




“No,” she answered, “but I think you can make sure that medical research is encouraged and resources are available for when it does come.”




“Anything else?” he asked.




“Buy 221A and 221C Baker Street and deed them to the new Watchers Council,” she said. “And we’re good.”




“You have my word,” he answered.




They shook hands, and she handed him the large roll of paper.




“Full topological maps of the Balkan peninsula at a scale of one to one hundred thousand with notations for mines, caves, and other geographical features,” she told him. “Extra maps of points of interest at one to ten thousand scale. Satellite photography of the region corrected for cloud and snow cover, weather patterns over the last three centuries, and demographic breakdowns for the populations as of the year nineteen hundred.”




“How long will it take to get Doctor Watson guardianship of the girls?” Lady Dawn asked Mycroft.




“One letter, one judge, and one announcement,” Mycroft answered. “Perhaps four hours all told.”







We spent those four hours in Mycroft Holmes’s spacious quarters. Jane fell asleep in mid-sentence. Lady Dawn took out a well thumbed sketchbook and began to draw. I noticed her other efforts—mongers, police constables, and streetwalkers. She had a fair hand for an amateur but was not as gifted as I expected. Holmes sat and considered things, gazing absently into the mid-distance. If I had not known better, I would have thought he’d descended into one of his brown studies, but with the chase so clearly before us, it seemed unlikely.




I began to list in my head all the things I would need to accomplish to create a home for the girls—proper clothes, enrollment in a good school, deportment lessons, and so on. I found myself missing Mary more than ever, as she would have rolled up her sleeves, marshalled her resources, and finished the greater part of the work before I had time to worry. Some men, I’ve found, have little respect for women’s work, but I’ve seen the difference between a well run household and a poorly run one. In fact, if a man can say he has no idea what his wife does all day while his clothes are clean, ironed, and in good repair, then she’s done her job so well he isn’t even aware that it is work. Just as I felt completely overwhelmed, I thought to myself, “I must hire a nanny to mind the girls,” and I remembered that was the very point of the exercise.




A message was brought to Mycroft. He read it and smiled.




“Doctor Watson, I must congratulate you on your recent good fortune of acquiring the guardianship of Misses Jane and Agatha Smythe,” he told me.




“I thank you,” I answered formally.




“We’re good?” Lady Dawn asked.




“You are indeed good,” he told her.




She pulled out one of the papers she’d worked on and handed it to me. This was a composition written in ink.




“Do you approve, Doctor?” she asked.





WANTED



Nanny of strong moral character and excellent hand-to-hand combat skills to guide the development of two potential Vampire Slayers. Special emphasis placed on situational flexibility, singing talent, and the ability to draw logical deductions from comprehensive observation. Salary and benefits are negotiable. Residence is certified castor oil free. Please apply to 




Doctor J. H. Watson,

221B Baker Street, Marylebone,

London.






“This appears…adequate,” I managed. “We can get it into this evening’s Times, can’t we?”




“I’m sure we can,” Lady Dawn replied. 




She took the sheet back, folded it into a paper airplane and took it over to one of the windows, which she unlatched. From there, to my astonishment, she launched it over the street. A breeze caught it and propelled it further than it had any right to expect, and it disappeared beyond a line of trees on the other side of the street. I looked down, expecting to see it fall to the pavement, but it never appeared.




Someone knocked at the door.




“That will be for you, Watson,” Holmes told me.




“How could you possibly know?” I asked. “You can’t see a thing of the street from your seat.”




The knock sounded again, this time more firm.




“You should really answer that,” Lady Dawn said. “She’s a stickler for punctuality.”




Baffled, I went to the study door and opened it. A young woman in a red coat with a straw boater holding an umbrella with a parrot headed grip stood, waiting for me. She was trim, pert, and had the spine of a rapier, all spring and cut, and she held up the ad Lady Dawn had just sent sailing out the window.




“Doctor Watson, I presume?” she asked. “I am Mary Poppins. Forgive the imposition, but I felt it was best to approach you here instead of wait for your return to your home address. Time is of the essence, don’t you agree?”




“I…”




When I was a boy, I always knew when my father’s temper had grown short. He would fold his newspaper up and smack it down on the table, declaring one blasted thing after another was outside of enough. It could be anything from the price of eggs to the naming of a new prime minister. All I knew was that I didn’t have a newspaper to fold and smack, but I wanted the blasted thing quite badly. This was all outside of enough. All of it.




“Won’t you come in, Miss Poppins?” I asked, recovering myself.




She smiled at me. Gracious and warm.




Jane woke, looked up, tousle headed, and gasped in wide-eyed delight.




“Mary Poppins, you came!”




She launched herself at our new guest and hugged her tightly. Remembering how my ribs had creaked under her grip, I intervened.




“Now, Jane, you are stronger than you look,” I reminded her. “Please don’t discomfort our guest.”




“They took Agatha,” Jane babbled, looking up at Miss Poppins and never heeding my words. “It’s Da Shu Ken, the rat god, and some horrible museum curator. Only Doctor Watson and Mister Holmes saved me, and Miss Summers is really a knight, but—”




“Jane,” Mary Poppins said in a gentle remonstrance.




Jane subsided immediately. Miss Poppins smoothed the girl’s hair back and gave her a smile that spoke of wisdom, experience, and a hidden artillery battalion. I found myself standing taller and straighter, bolstered by this woman’s assurance.




“All will be well, Jane,” she told my new ward. “Trust in Doctor Watson, Mister Holmes, and Lady Dawn.”




“All right, then,” Jane agreed, stood straight, brushed her skirt into place, and smiled at me.




“Miss Poppins,” I said. “The job is yours if you wish it.”




“I do, Doctor Watson,” she answered. “Da Shu Ken is an ancient demon, and he walks in dreams to speak to the sleeping. I have met him there before, and while I cannot recommend him as anything but an effective plague carrier, I will say that he is determination itself. If you will summarize the particulars of the situation, I am at your disposal.”







Chapter Eight



The problem of locating Agatha Smythe was solved by asking Mary Poppins.




“I always know where all my charges are,” she declared and recited the address of a Limehouse dock warehouse in a stretch of riverbank almost as bad as the previous night’s neighborhood. 




“If we can get there while it’s daylight,” Lady Dawn began.




“We can,” Holmes answered. 




“I would rather the ladies remained behind,” I said.




“I won’t!” Jane declared. “She’s my sister, and she’s having all the fun!”




“Doctor Watson,” Mary Poppins said, unmoved by his request, “with all due respect, I am not a lady. I am a nanny, and my place is with my charge.”




“It’s the dress, isn’t it?” Lady Dawn asked. “I swear, put on a skirt, and the rest of the world thinks your IQ falls by thirty points. It’s worse than being blonde.”




“I am merely concerned for your safety,” I explained. “I’m sure Mister Mycroft Holmes will be willing to loan us the men necessary to fill out our expedition force.”




“And why should I?” Mycroft asked. “You have a platoon in Mary Poppins alone, and Lady Dawn is more than capable of holding a revolver or wielding a sword.”




“Or did you forget the part where I did just that last night?” she asked, crossing her arms.




“It is not your abilities I question,” I told her, “but rather the need. I would no more ask a woman to face such danger than I would ask her to…to join the Army and go to war. Even if you are more than capable, you should not have to face such horrors. Leave that to the men, please.”




After a moment of silence, Lady Dawn laughed, disbelieving and harsh.




“You know what I see every time I look out a window in this city, Doctor Watson?” she asked me. “The result of this Victorian obsession with ‘protecting’ girls and women from the so-called horrors of life? I see twelve year old prostitutes with syphilitic sores on their lips, starving old women picking through muck heaps, looking for something to eat, and six year old children lying drunk in the gutters! I’m not interested in leaving my safety up to the men of this or any world, Doctor Watson, because they do a crap job of it, and they will always do a crap job of it. I came here to learn something and to help out, not so someone—no matter how well intentioned—could tell me not to worry my pretty little head about it!”




When she finished, visibly shaking with anger, the room was so quiet, we could hear the hooves of the carriage horses striking the pavement outside.




“Jane,” Mary Poppins said.




“Yes, Mary Poppins?” Jane asked, wide eyed and solemn.




“While Lady Dawn spoke with understandably vehement anger, the word ‘crap’ is not considered appropriate for edifying conversation, and I will not be hearing it added to your own vocabulary,” she told my new ward. “Do you understand?”




“Are there any other words I shouldn’t use in edifying conversation?” Jane asked, in an exceedingly earnest manner.




I sighed.




“That is a conversation for another place and time,” Mary Poppins said.




“Oh, very well,” Jane replied, disappointed.




Lady Dawn exhaled a long breath, turned and leaned against the windowsill, bending at the hips, and clearly uncomfortable with the confinement of her garments.




“I’m sorry, Doctor Watson,” she said, looking up at me. “That was…you weren’t really the target of that. That was most of a month of barkeeps, shopkeeps, landladies, librarians, Watchers, constables, and bus drivers all announcing every minute of every day how useless and silly women are. It really grates hearing someone declare that I shouldn’t be allowed to study Latin or be a doctor or vote because I’m not fit for such things.”




“I will be the first to admit that the world holds special hardships for women,” I told her, “and I firmly believe that it is a man’s duty to protect women, all women, from those hardships.”




She started to reply, paused, and smiled ruefully.




“Really hard not to get dragged into a debate of feminist theory,” she said. “Let’s focus on getting Agatha back, okay?”







Not only did Lady Dawn and Mary Poppins accompany us, but so did Jane. Even Holmes sided against me on her inclusion.




“She is far too effective a distraction,” he said. “And with Mary Poppins within reach, I believe any danger to the girl will be minimal.”




“Must we tempt fate?” I asked. “We learned to our great regret last night just how unprepared we were.”




“I assure you, Doctor,” Mary Poppins said, “I can deal with any number of inconveniences or danger. Jane will be as safe as if she were at home. Safer, even.”




“I broke my arm falling off a piano stool once,” Jane supplied. “And Agatha chipped a tooth falling off the stairway bannister onto Hemming.”




“You see?” Mary Poppins asked. “She’d be in much greater danger at home unsupervised than when she is with me.”




I almost corrected her by saying Mrs. Hudson would be in charge when I realized that poor Mrs. Hudson had never had to deal with a force of nature the likes of one of the Smythe twins.




We took a coach provided by Mycroft Holmes with a heavily armed driver. Lady Dawn had changed into trousers similar to what she’d worn the previous night—form fitting and in no way disguising that she was female. She pulled on an oversized, shapeless coat over that and hid her figure, and Mary Poppins braided her hair much closer to her head, which Lady Dawn then hid under a woolen cap. Jane’s sailor dress allowed her freedom of movement, and Mary Poppins remained in her shirtwaist, long skirt, and button up boots without any complaint.




We wanted Agatha back in our hands as soon as possible, and it was already well past lunch. At that time of the day, most of the people around the docks and warehouses of Limehouse were engaged in legitimate business—sailors, stevedores, merchants, and the like. There were a few obvious entrances to opium houses and brothels, but most of their customers would not appear until nightfall. The sight of rats in the alleyways, in the gutters, and along fences was dispiriting. I wondered how quickly information was transferred from them to Da Shu Ken.




“Mary Poppins, can you get rid of rats?” Lady Dawn asked her.




“I can ensure they do not come near us,” the nanny replied. “I do not know if it’s possible to truly ‘get rid of’ rats entirely.”




When we found a likely spot near the warehouse, the driver stopped, and Lady Dawn, Holmes, Mary Poppins, and I climbed out.




“I shall speak to one of the local residents,” Mary Poppins said, “about the rat issue.”




She walked over to a heap of broken barrels and trash, and a small marigold tabby cat skulked out to greet her. She presented her right index finger, which the cat carefully sniffed and then rubbed its cheeks against. Mary Poppins leaned over and spoke some few silent words, which the cat appeared to listen to, and then it stropped her skirt and sauntered off, jumping from one pile of trash to another until it achieved the nearest roof, and disappeared.




Mary Poppins returned to us.




“Commander Fluffybritches will alert his fellows,” she told us. “Given ten minutes, we should see the immediate area evacuated of rats. If one of you would be kind enough to distribute some fish and cream at a later time, he will consider the favor repaid.”




“The cat’s name is Commander Fluffybritches?” Lady Dawn asked.




“If you were a warrior who killed three of your foe a day and had once killed an enemy twice your size when you were merely six months old,” Mary Poppins answered, “I would respect whatever name you chose as well.”




“Figures,” Lady Dawn muttered. “I should have realized that cats are just miniature Klingons in fur coats.”




No one else understood what she referred to, so we left it at that.




“While we await such able assistance, we should reconnoiter the outside of the warehouse,” Holmes said. “Watson, if you and Lady Dawn would take the east side, I will take the west.”




“I shall remain with Jane,” Mary Poppins added.




“May I have a cat?” Jane asked.




“May we at least recover your sister before we broach the topic of pets?” I asked.




“Oh, very well,” Jane conceded. “But Agatha wants a dog, not a cat.”




Lady Dawn and I took to the east side, working our way around an older, ramshackle building that had served many purposes, probably none of them salubrious. As we came closer to the warehouse, I began to spot one cat after another—tabbies, tortoiseshells, calicos, greys, whites, and blacks—hunting in and out of the crevices around us. Most of the cats were thin as rails. Some were mangey. All were feral and gracefully lethal. Punctuating their movements was the scrabbling evacuation of rat after rat. My skin crawled watching it.




“Do you get the feeling that the cats were really just waiting for an excuse?” Lady Dawn asked me.




“I imagine there’s an age old rivalry between cats and rats,” I answered.




We paused, looking round the last corner that would bring us to the east side of the warehouse. We were on the riverside, near one of the larger docks. While the dock itself and the entrance to it teemed with men, this area was nearly silent. 




“There’s a guard,” I murmured.




We watched while an armed stevedore walked the last thirty yards.




“How does a guy murdering girls and women hire minions so easily?” Lady Dawn asked, exasperated. “Good wages, Sundays off, and never mind the little girl tied up in the back?”




“One doesn’t necessarily have to be wicked to aid evil,” I answered. “Only more concerned about one’s own comfort than the wellbeing of others.”




“There’s a universal truth for you,” she replied. 




The guard turned the corner, and we waited another moment to be sure he was well on his way.




Warehouses are not built to accommodate those of us who wish to see the layout inside. The windows, if there are any on the sides, are near the roof, well above what we could reach on our own. There were three external doors, each with transom windows, and there lay our best chance to view the inside. We crossed to the first doorway, set back in the plank wall. I tried the handle and found it locked.




“Give me a boost?” Lady Dawn asked.




I laced my fingers together, and she placed her foot in them, pulling herself up by the doorjamb until she could look in through the transom window. 




“Offices,” she said. “Looks empty. There’s a row of windows onto the warehouse proper. Looks like it’s less than half used. I can’t see—oh, there’s one guy. He’s…Oh, ew, there’s a whole river out there, and he’s peeing inside.”




“Well, if they’re that careless about hygiene,” I told her, “it will be all the easier to deal with them.”




She climbed down.




“Next?” she asked.




I nodded. We made our way to the second door. This one was also set back in the wall. I helped Lady Dawn up again, and she scanned the inside.




“Okay, group of six men sitting around a table,” she said, “looks like they’re playing cards. There are some blankets hung, I guess to keep the warmth in, and they’ve got a fire in a brazier. I don’t see—no wait, there she is. They’ve got her tied to a chair.”




Keeping a live fire inside a building like a warehouse was a stupidly dangerous thing to do. It wasn’t just the risk of fire spreading through a building no better than a dried out stack of kindling. Given the right circumstances, the smoke could suffocate everyone inside. It began to look like the men inside were far more stupid than the usual rank of criminals with which Holmes and I dealt.




“Is she well?” I asked.




“There are some marks around her mouth,” Lady Dawn told me. “I think they might have had her gagged, but she isn’t right now.”




I heard the slow and steady tread of another guard coming towards us. It was far too soon for the original guard to have returned, so this must have been a second one. Lady Dawn heard it as well and climbed down. There was nowhere to run. The door was as locked as the first one. I braced myself and reached for my revolver, hoping I could subdue the man without firing a shot that would warn all the men in the warehouse. Just before he reached us, Lady Dawn reached over, grabbed my coat collar and pulled me around towards her.




“Kiss me,” she ordered.




I had no chance to object or clarify as she used most of her weight to pull me over and down towards her. I had to catch myself by one hand against the rough wall, and put another at her waist to keep from knocking her over, and as I did that, she slid one hand over my shoulder and kissed me.




In our years of friendship, there have been several occasions when Holmes has decided it was necessary to deceive me. His reasoning each time was that, able as I am in so many ways, I am a terrible actor. I cannot dissemble to any respectable degree, and thus should not be put in a position to fail, especially when the stakes were often life or death. I found his attitude patronizing and verging on insult, but I could not argue that I was at all competent in any type of theatrical performance, extemporaneous or otherwise. So, it was a fortunate thing that I did not have to act when Lady Dawn kissed me.




I pressed her to me and kissed her back, taken by the softness of her lips and how they parted under mine. She smelled deliriously good, and I slid my hand down her back to—




“Oy! You!” the guard yelled. “Clear off!”




“You f–– off!” Lady Dawn snarled at him. “‘E’s my gen’lmun!”




I looked up only to see a badly dressed hooligan sneering in disgust at our behavior, which was a little surprising until I realized that he believed I was kissing a boy.




“Turn your tricks somewhere else, you bleedin’ catamite,” the thug growled.




“Make ‘im go away, Cap’n,” Lady Dawn whined to me. 




I fumbled in my coat pocket, pulled out a pound note, and held it out to him.




“Ten minutes,” I told him.




He sneered again but took the note.




“Ten minutes,” he repeated, “but I catch you here after that, and I’ll beat you black and blue.”




“Be off,” I ordered him as Lady Dawn played with my tie and snuggled up against me.




He snorted in disgust and walked off. Just for good measure—in case he looked back or returned in the next second—I returned to our kiss. I half expected her to pull away, once the danger of our discovery had passed, but she wholeheartedly returned my affections. As I tucked my hand in her hair, she moaned softly against my mouth. She tasted exquisite. My entire body ached. I hadn’t kissed a woman like this since weeks before my Mary had died, and I had never kissed her in public or under circumstances even the slightest bit like this.




I pulled away, slowly, and it was a moment before Lady Dawn opened her eyes. When she did, they were wide with astonishment. Then she blushed very prettily.




“Wow,” she breathed. “I, uh…”




What on earth was I doing? I had absolutely no business behaving in such a manner towards her. I certainly couldn’t promise marriage.




“Forgive me,” I said. “I am a man, not a saint.”




“No kidding,” she said and then cleared her throat. “Don’t beat yourself up, Doctor Watson. I started it.” 




I stepped back, giving her room to compose herself and myself the space I needed to recover. She took a deep breath.




“Well, there’s one Victorian stereotype blown out of the water,” she said to herself.




“We should check the last door and then return to the carriage,” I told her.




“Good idea,” she managed. “That’s a good idea.”







“You’re all pink,” Jane noticed when Lady Dawn climbed back into the carriage.




“All the…uh…running around,” Lady Dawn answered. “Agatha’s inside, tied to a chair. Looks like there are at least eight men, possibly more. They’re armed with blackjacks, clubs, and knives, but a couple of them have guns.”




“They do not appear to be overly bright,” I added.




Holmes returned in a much improved mood. 




“Ah, Watson, I hope whatever financial subsidy is settled on you, it is enough to hire a legion of Mary Poppins,” he told me. “Miss Agatha has those men outnumbered and surrounded all on her own.”




Mary Poppins did not look especially surprised. Jane looked quite jealous.




“She’s tied up,” Lady Dawn objected. 




“True,” Holmes agreed with her. “And she was gagged—first by handkerchief and rope, and then by leather strap. She chewed through both of them.”




Good heavens, what had I gotten myself into?




“She’s almost certainly untied herself,” Jane noted. “We learned how to when Uncle Clarence discovered we could pick the closet lock.”




“He locked you in the closet,” Lady Dawn repeated, “and when that didn’t work, he tied you up?”




“Oh, yes,” Jane answered. “He found out that didn’t work when he spied us at Covent Garden by ourselves. Lately he’s taken to ignoring us. I don’t suppose that’s working any better.”




I decided to settle accounts with Clarence Peverell as soon as this business was finished. 




“She has been pestering them all morning to cut off one of her fingers,” Holmes informed us.




“What?!” I demanded.




He gave me a hooded glance, clearly amused.




“She appears to believe that her kidnappers are obliged to send a body part to her family as proof they have her. As she explained to them while I listened, she only has two ears, but she does have ten fingers, and it would get her out of piano practice.”




“Ooooh, that’s just like her,” Jane seethed.




“Ransom of Red Chief here we come,” Lady Dawn added, cryptically.







Lady Dawn and I entered from the furthest of the doors, which I had to patiently pick. I do not have Holmes’s skill, but given time and concentration, I can get the easier ones open in a few minutes. 




“I should learn that,” Lady Dawn observed. “Manacles are easy. Door locks are a lot more challenging.”




“If you insist on running with a bad crowd,” I replied. “You will need to increase your repertoire of skills.”




I had my eyes closed while I concentrated on the resistance I felt through the separate picks. Kneeling down as I was while Lady Dawn kept guard over my efforts put me at eye level with her upper legs, and that was a distraction I did not need. The lock gave way, and I cautiously opened the door. 




We stepped into an unoccupied shipping office, emptied of furniture, but not cleaned in any meaningful way. The windows looking out onto the warehouse floor were mostly papered over, and there was a strong scent of urine.




“You know,” she said softly, “even if we get Agatha back, there are still two more nights of the full moon. Schlessinger has almost certainly put the Moon of the Rats on her, so we’ve got to make sure that Da Shu Ken can’t get to her for two solid nights.”




“Yes,” I agreed. “Holmes will have some idea what to do.”




Our plan of attack, after all, was his. I, Lady Dawn, Holmes, and Jane would enter through the farthest doors and make our way towards the cordoned off area. Holmes would then send Jane in as a distraction as Mary Poppins made a frontal assault. Lady Dawn and I would get Agatha out of there while Holmes played rear guard. We would then race for the carriage, which had pulled closer, and make our escape. 




“If we’re able to keep her safe through the remainder of the full moon,” I began, “what happens then?”




She made a face of uncertainty. “There’s nothing in any of the writings on Da Shu Ken that mentions a sacrifice living that long. I’m hoping he’ll forget her once the summer is past, but he may return in the fall.”




“There must be some way,” I muttered. “Someone must know something that isn’t written down.”




“Well, you’ll have six months to find out,” she told me. “There’s the signal.”




We crept out of our hiding place and towards the line of sheets hung from a line run from one pillar to another. Smoke from the brazier’s fire filled the ceiling with a brown haze. I noticed I hadn’t seen a rat in some time, though I still caught the flicker of a hunting cat out of the corner of my eye.




“Do you know how smell works?” we heard Agatha ask.




“Oh, will you shut it?” one of the men asked, sounding slightly desperate.




“Little tiny bits of a thing break off and float on the air up into your nose,” she told them, “and then they touch your brain. That’s how. So, if you’re smelling an apple, it means the tiny, tiny bits of apple have gone up your nose and are touching your brain.”




“Can’t you hit her, Bill?” another man asked.




“Boss wants her in one piece,” a third answered, sounding bored. “No bruises or cuts, so no.”




“And,” Agatha continued, “if you smell pooh, that means that there are tiny bits of pooh touching your brain.”




“Oh, god,” the first man gagged. “Make her stop!”




“And if it touches your brain for a long enough time,” Agatha said, sounding quite cheerful, “then your brain absorbs it, and that’s what your brain is made of—all the things you’ve ever smelled. I imagine you’ve lived in this neighborhood all your life, and it smells quite a lot like pooh here.”




“Are you calling me a shit-for-brains, girlie?” a fourth man demanded.




“Easy, Frank,” the third man muttered.




“To hell with this, Sykes!” the fourth man declared. “I don’t got to take that from no man, let alone a little chit like this.”




“She didn’t call you a pooh-for-brains,” Jane added from the far side of the little encampment. “She implied it. Pooh-for-brains.”




“Oy!”




There was a clatter of chairs shoved back as the men got to their feet to give chase. Lady Dawn and I ducked past the sheets to where Agatha remained bound to the chair. The clever girl had already gotten her hands free, but her feet were still tied together, and there was a rope run around her chest and under her arms, restraining her against the chair back. Lady Dawn had her knife out.




“Doctor Wa—”




Lady Dawn shushed her and began to cut through the bonds. 




Several of the men rushed towards Jane, who ducked behind Mary Poppins. They did not pause but lunged toward her, reaching out to put hands on her. Mary Poppins merely gestured, as if she were sweeping crumbs off a table, and the men fell back, thrown off their feet by an invisible force. Lady Dawn had the upper rope off and was working on the rope around Agatha’s ankles as I kept a weather eye on the men and a hand on my revolver.




The man named Sykes and the one he called Frank pulled out their own guns and fired at Mary Poppins. Agatha gasped. Then I did as well, for while they were barely shots worth their own powder, Mary Poppins arms moved faster than my eye could track, plucking bullets out of the air before they could strike her or anything behind her. With the blur of movement, she appeared to have several arms at once, and for a moment, I saw the visage of a creature I had not seen since my days in India—Mahakali, the ten-armed, black-faced great mother and goddess of time and death. Then, the image was gone, and men were out of bullets.




“This is a shocking waste of good lead,” Mary Poppins told them. “And the state of this room is appalling. Master Sykes, I am disappointed in you.”




Mary Poppins’s voice rattled the rafters above our heads and caused a rain of dust to fall. The men she faced groaned in shame and guilt, and half of them dropped their weapons with no further encouragement. The rope parted under Lady Dawn’s knife, and she pulled the strands away. Little Agatha was on her feet, and then nearly toppled over onto Lady Dawn. She and I picked Agatha up and set her on her feet. Holmes joined us.




“Let’s go,” Lady Dawn whispered.




“Is that really Mary Popp—” Agatha started in a loud voice.




I covered her mouth with my hand and got a furious look, but at least she didn’t bite me. It was too late to evade notice, for while Mary Poppins’s ringing tones had sent many of the men scurrying to pick up their trash and belongings, Sykes turned at the sound of Agatha’s voice and pulled a second revolver, a .22 out. I pushed Agatha in front of me.




“To the door,” Holmes ordered.




We ran as Sykes emptied his second gun. Lady Dawn cursed, a habit I understood but found myself wishing she would redirect. I kept Agatha in front of me, shielding her, until we made it to the office. Inside, one of the guards—the one who had importuned Lady Dawn and myself—looked up and around from the corner he’d chosen to relieve himself, and I struck him down with one blow. He fell in a puddle of his own urine.




“Wow,” Agatha said, amazed. 




“Come along,” I ordered, taking her hand.




We were out of the warehouse and running down the long alley to where the carriage waited for us.




“Dammit,” Lady Dawn swore again and stopped running.




“Really, Lady,” I protested. “I have two young wards under my care now. Do you think it’s possible you might—”




“I’m sorry,” she said, looking around her like she’d forgotten something.




She looked back up at me, frightened and confused.




“Lady Dawn?” Holmes asked, catching up with us.




“I’m sorry,” she repeated, pressing her hand to her ribs just below her right breast. “I thought it was just a graze. It didn’t even hurt that much.”




She took her hand away, and her fingers were smeared with blood. She faltered, and Holmes caught her, pulling her arm over his shoulder and picking her up as if she were a child. 




“The carriage,” he ordered. “Now.”







Chapter Nine



A shot from a .22 rifle can kill a person if it strikes a vital organ or dissects a major blood vessel. A shot from a .22 revolver, especially at a distance, is far less likely to be fatal, as the velocity of the bullet is markedly slower, and the accuracy is also diminished. That is not to say, however, that a person struck in the torso is not at grave risk.




Lady Dawn was bleeding, which was only to be expected, but I could not get it stopped. The entrance wound was above the sixth rib on her right side, but the bullet had been deflected by the rib, traveled under the skin, torn the costal cartilage, and turned in an erratic path which I feared had transected her liver. The liver is extremely vascular. If I could not control the bleeding, she might die of blood loss. If the bullet had penetrated her abdominal cavity, I might keep her alive long enough for her to die of peritonitis.




The principal lady of our refuge, la maison des rendezvous, allowed us in through the servant’s door and escorted us quickly to the suite we still occupied. On the way, she began barking orders to staff members, demanding lamps, hot water, soap, clean towels and sheets, disinfectant, and laudanum. Holmes carried Lady Dawn while Mary Poppins shepherded the girls. Once in the room, I pulled the tablecloth off the table we’d used for study and dining and opened the leaves, making the surface large enough to hold Lady Dawn, though her feet would hang off one end. Mary Poppins guided Agatha and Jane into the bedroom and returned with a small pillow for Lady Dawn’s head.




The first of the hot water arrived in a steaming pitcher and bowl.




“Keep pressure on that wound,” I ordered Holmes. “Be brutal if you must, but don’t let it slip.”




 I stripped my coat and jacket off and rolled my sleeves above my elbows then poured the water over each hand and began to scrub as thoroughly as I could. Mary Poppins brought over my bag and left it on the table.




“Where’s my bag?” Lady Dawn asked, trying to look around.




“Rest easy,” I told her. “Your things are fine.”




I heard her make an exasperated noise, which was reassuring. Very few people manage to die while they are exasperated. 




“I don’t care what condition it’s in,” she said, her voice ragged. “I need to get into it. Where’d it go?”




“Let that wait,” Holmes told her. 




“You’ve got to be kidding me,” she protested, but she didn’t argue further.




The principal lady of the house, dressed in an afternoon gown that would have been at home in Buckingham Palace, returned with extra lamps and was followed by staff members bearing more hot water, a stack of white towels, an unwrapped bar of the new carbolic soap, a small bottle of laudanum, and coal for the fire. The last person carried a tea tray, and Mary Poppins directed her into the bedroom. 




Once satisfied with the cleanliness of my hands, I turned to Lady Dawn. I directed Holmes to put a larger pillow under her knees and cover her legs with a blanket. Mary Poppins assisted in removing Lady Dawn’s blood sodden coat, waistcoat, and blouse, while Holmes watched the girls. I draped her with a sheet to preserve her modesty.




“You guys,” she half-groaned. “You know your eyes aren’t going to fall out if you see my boobs.”




“Of course not,” I assured her, lifting the brightest lamp so that I could see better.




She hissed in pain as I retraced the path of the bullet and checked her ribs. The sixth rib was most likely cracked, and there was already a large hematoma. The costal cartilage connecting to the proximal end of the seventh rib gave under my fingers. Any work I did would be extremely painful.




“Miss Poppins, would you be so kind as to pour Lady Dawn a cup of tea. Make it very sweet,” I advised her, “and mix in half a teaspoon of laudanum.”




“Certainly.”




I laid out my instruments—bullet probe, scalpel, forceps—and covered them with a clean towel. Then I took the time to wash the skin of my patient’s ribs and upper abdomen. The first thing I noticed were the scars on her upper abdomen—long, straight, and deep. They were several years old. She would have been a child when she’d been injured, and I recognized it as the kind of scar left by a sharp knife. Someone had deliberately cut her, deeply, several times, and not for anything as benign as surgery. It was chilling. I glanced up and met Mary Poppin’s solemn gaze. She, too, had known what they were. After washing the skin, I poured whisky on it and mopped it back and forth, disinfecting anything I hadn’t already dislodged.




“I kinda need my bag,” Lady Dawn repeated as Mary Poppins helped her drink the tea. “Ug, this is awful. You’re British. How can you make such bad tea?”




“That’s the laudanum, I’m afraid,” Mary Poppins told her. 




“Oh, right.” 




I kept pressure on the wound and waited for the laudanum to take effect. From the number of bandages I’d added or swapped out, I estimated that my patient had lost more than a pint of blood, and she was beginning to guard her abdomen, which pointed to some internal bleeding. I found myself praying that this would not require surgery.




“I’ve got stuff in my bag,” she announced, her voice slurred with the opiate.




I checked her eyes. Her pupils had been reduced to small points, and she drifted off into a hazy sleep. Her breathing slowed.




“Does this hurt?” I asked, pressing where I believed the bullet was lodged.




“Ow, yes, it f––ing hurts!” she answered.




“Girls,” Mary Poppins said, “you are sure to overhear some words you are unfamiliar with. You may ask me about them later, but you are not to use them unless I have given you permission.”




“Yes, Mary Poppins,” the girls replied from the bedroom.




I handed Mary Poppins the leather strap I carried. She set it between Lady Dawn’s teeth. I lifted the bandages and set them aside. Blood still leaked from the entrance wound. If the bullet had gone under the skin, grazed the ribs, and gone no deeper than that, I could retrieve it, though I’d most likely have to cut an incision above the bullet and remove it from that direction. If it went into her abdominal cavity, it would require true surgery. I’d performed such operations many, many times as a surgeon with the 66th Berkshire, but without the benefit of anesthesia and a truly aseptic operating theater, it was very nearly a death sentence.




“Lady Dawn, take a deep breath and hold it,” I instructed her. “This will hurt a great deal, but I will make it as fast as I can.”




She inhaled and braced herself, and I inserted the probe. She jerked in pain, but Mary Poppins took her hands and held them. I worked as ruthlessly as I could, following the twisting path of the bullet across one rib, under the cartilage of the ribcage, and then inward. It had penetrated the liver by nearly an inch. I manually palpated the liver, causing her to jump in agony.




I swore under my breath and removed the probe. Another spout of blood came with it, and I pressed several fresh bandages to it. 




“Holmes, we have to get her to a hospital,” I told him. 




“No,” Lady Dawn groaned, spitting the strap out of her mouth. “Schlessinger is…”




“To hell with Schlessinger!” I roared.




“We will do whatever you think is best, my friend,” Holmes assured me.




“No,” my patient protested again, reaching for the pile of her belongings. “I need my bag. I’ve got stuff in there.”




“Is your brother’s coach still out there?” I asked Holmes. “The London Hospital has available operating theaters, and I know several of the doctors on staff.”




Lady Dawn reached up, grabbed my tie, and pulled me down.




“Get me my bag, Watson,” she growled, “or I swear to God, I will climb off this table, naked, and slap the s—— out of you.”




“Girls,” Mary Poppins began.




“We know,” they answered in an unseen chorus.




Holmes came over and handed me the bag, and Lady Dawn released me. I tried to open the latch but found it slipped through my fingers each time. I could not get my hand to grip it properly. Instead, Lady Dawn reached up past me and unlatched it. I pulled the flap over and held it open for her. She reached in, her teeth gritted in pain, and pulled out a long, slender object wrapped in buckskin.




“Give that to Holmes,” she said.




I took the end from her hand and, like the rolled up maps and photographs she’d given Mycroft Holmes, this item was significantly longer than the bag was deep. It was more than three and a half feet long. Once I’d handed it over to Holmes, she reached in the bag again and pulled out a white box with a red cross and a handle, similar to a fisherman’s tackle box. She pushed it toward me, and I took it, then set it down on the table. She reached in again and pulled out a small bag made of flexible, transparent material. It was filled with small syringes tipped with capped needles. She handed it to me. She reached in one last time and pulled out an extremely thick book no larger than a vade mecum, clearly intended to be carried in a coat pocket as a portable reference. I took it and turned it over to see the title. The Merck Manual of Diagnosis and Therapy.




“If that doesn’t work,” she managed, indicating Holmes, “dose me with ketamine, ampicillin, and gentamicin, and cut the damned thing out.”




I looked over at Holmes, who had unwrapped the object and held it across both his open hands. He studied it silently and then looked up at me.




“What is it?” I asked.




The object in his hands was white, twisted upon itself like a whelk shell, and tapered from a base of nearly two inches in diameter to a needle point tip. He held it as if it were made of glass.




“Taking into account the world upon which we have stumbled,” he told me, “from its appearance, I surmise that it is the horn of a unicorn.”




“It is, indeed,” Mary Poppins said, startled. “Where on earth did you acquire such a thing, Lady Dawn?”




“Not this earth,” she replied, her head nodding with the effort to stay awake. “Holmes, does it feel kind of warm and buzzy?”




“As if there were a mild electrical current running through it, yes,” he replied, fascinated.




“Well, that settles one literary debate,” she said cryptically. “So, it won’t work for Doctor Watson, and it probably won’t work for Mary Poppins. You’re going to have to use it to heal me.”




“And how is that done?” he asked.




She didn’t answer, and I performed a very quick examination. Her pulse was faster than I liked, though her respiration was slowed by the laudanum. When I lifted her eyelid, I saw that her eyes had turned up in her head. She had fainted or fallen asleep.




“Mary Poppins,” I asked, “are you familiar with this at all?”




She looked distinctly uneasy. “Lady Dawn was correct. The use of such an item does not fall within my purview. It would do no better in my hands than if it were a stick.”




“Yes, I understand that,” I said, feeling my patience fray. “But do you know how it can accomplish the healing she mentioned?”




All I could remember from tales of medieval literature and art history was that the unicorn was drawn to virginal maidens. Hunters would induce a maiden to sit quietly in the forest, and a unicorn would approach and lay its head on the maiden’s lap, allowing it to be captured. I knew that a unicorn was able to purify water by dipping its horn in the water, and powdered unicorn horn was supposed to neutralize any poison. I hadn’t read anything regarding healing properties beyond that, and besides, there were no such things as unicorns. The so-called unicorn horns found in museums and private collections had been identified by naturalists as narwhal tusks.




“You must introduce the horn into the wound,” Mary Poppins explained. “Whatever injury it makes contact with is healed instantaneously.”




“What of the bullet?” I asked.




“I do not know,” she answered, raising her hands palm up. “The instances I’ve witnessed or heard of, the injuries were caused by blunt trauma or by older weapons. There was never a projectile left in the wound.”




“Lead is a poisonous substance, Watson, is it not?” Holmes asked.




“Extremely,” I agreed. “While not generally used as a poison in criminal cases as the lethal dose is difficult to administer undetected, chronic exposure is extremely injurious.”




“Then let us chance that this,” and he held up the horn, “will perform as the ancient legends say.”




It was that or chance moving Lady Dawn to a hospital several miles away when she was already in significant pain. I glanced at the items she’d given me. I was completely unfamiliar with the names she’d recited—ketamine, ampicillin, and gentamicin—but the syringes alone spoke of a far more advanced technology than I’d ever seen. I picked up the bag holding them, broke the seal, and extracted one. I carefully removed the cap and examined the needle. It was tiny, and the hole even smaller. The tip of the needle was so sharp, it must have been able to pierce the skin with little or no pressure. It could glide into a vein with practically no damage. I doubted we had the ability to produce steel wire of such a gauge with reliable quality, let alone the kind of incredibly narrow tolerances necessary to produce a hollow needle of such fineness.




“Very well,” I decided. “We will trust Lady Dawn’s information and do our best for her.”




I was not willing to simply let Holmes stab her in the same general vicinity as the bullet wound. Instead, I drew out the path of the bullet for him and explained how it turned and twisted. The length of the path was nearly six inches, meaning that if he followed the entire path with the tip of the horn, it would be significantly wider than the bullet or the injury. I could not imagine it would be anything other than terribly painful. I hoped the laudanum would be enough.




Mary Poppins took her hands and laid across her legs. I put my hands on her shoulders and leaned on to them. It was imperative that we prevent her from injuring herself further by thrashing. 




Holmes placed his hand just below the entry wound where he could feel the hematoma I’d described and the swelling of her liver just below the costal cartilage. Eyes focused and sharp as a hawk’s, he placed the needle point of the horn against the entry wound, and I swear I saw the skin there pale to a normal color and the blood stop flowing. Then he pushed it into the wound, not as a knife but as a darning needle into a worn sock. He followed the path of the bullet exactly as I described it, forcing flesh to give way as the path was straightened along the length of the spiral horn.




Lady Dawn’s eyes flew open in a groaning gasp.




“What the h—”




“Stay still,” I ordered. “Do not move.”




“The h–– is going on?” she squeaked breathlessly.




Her pupils, I noticed, were no longer constricted, but dilated normally. 




“We are using the unicorn horn as you advised,” I explained.




She made a sound that was an unlikely mix of disbelief, self-recrimination, and revulsion.




“Are you in pain?” I asked, seeing as the laudanum had been entirely obviated.




“No,” she managed, her voice changing octaves. “Not exactly. It just feels really, really weird and oh my god Holmes would you get that thing out of my chest?!”




“Almost,” he answered, his eyes focused on some far away point as he found the last of the path by touch and levered the horn to reach that point.




Lady Dawn made a strangled noise.




“Did someone sit on Lady Dawn?” one of the girls asked from the bedroom.




“Only it sounds like an elephant just squashed her,” the other called.




“I want an elephant,” the first one added.




“This is neither the time nor the place to ask your father about pets,” Mary Poppins answered firmly, a curl of hair falling down from her practical coif.




“There,” Holmes said, his voice ringing with satisfaction.




He pulled the horn out in one swift stroke and I leaned in to put hands on my patient’s ribcage and upper abdomen, to ensure nothing from her body would follow the horn’s trajectory. To my relief, whatever I might have envisioned failed to happen. Lady Dawn groaned with relief and her muscles relaxed almost completely. I took one of the remaining clean clothes, dipped it in water and wiped off her skin.




With the exception of a small pink scar no wider than a farthing, there was no mark on the skin of her ribs. I examined the path of the bullet and found no swelling, no tenderness, no redness, and no heat. Neither the sixth rib nor the costal cartilage gave under my fingertips, and Lady Dawn did not react in the slightest, even when I palpated her liver. Holmes held up the horn, and at the very tip, speared upon the point, was the mangled blob of lead that had been fired into her.




“Remarkable,” I said, astonished. 




“Told you,” Lady Dawn said. 




I looked over at her, and she gave me a half-smile, clearly amused. Then she sat up, holding the sheet to her chest and giving me a clear view of her naked back all the way down to the waistband of her trousers. I didn’t even bother looking away until Mary Poppins pulled the sheet around her and arranged it like a Roman toga.




“Man, I am hungry,” Lady Dawn announced. “Like kill and eat a horse hungry.”




“Me too!” one of my girls piped up.




“Me three!” the other added.







After our companion’s miraculous recovery was communicated to the principal lady of the house, who took such news with an enviable degree of sang froid, Lady Dawn presented our hostess with five matched pearls as big as quail eggs. We were given access to a private dining room, and the staff brought us a picnic lunch that should have fed a platoon and just barely managed to satisfy Lady Dawn and my girls. 




Agatha spent the whole time staring at me until Jane nudged her with an elbow.




“He isn’t going anywhere,” Jane insisted.




“Well, I know that,” Agatha replied in a grumpy voice. 




She put her fork down.




“May I have a dog?” she asked me.




“This very moment?” I asked in return. “No. Once our lives are settled, we have room enough to live without sitting on each other’s laps, and you have shown me that you are responsible enough to be given the care of a living creature, certainly. I expect you to research the matter and present an argument for your choice of breed.”




From the look she gave me, that was not the answer she expected.




“May we have a birthday party?” she asked.




“Depending on the timing, I see no reason why not to,” I told her. “Who would you like to invite?”




Again, she looked almost offended at the answer I gave.




“Hemming!’ Jane declared. “He’s almost as smashing as Mister Holmes. You’ll come as well, won’t you, Mister Holmes?”




“If my schedule permits,” he answered.




I gave him a look intended to deliver the message that his schedule would permit, or it and I would be having some rather emphatic words.




“When is your birthday?” I asked.




“Next week,” Agatha announced.




“No, it isn’t,” Jane contradicted her. “What are you doing?”




I sighed and put my soup spoon down. Mary Poppins looked as if she were about to take on the aspect of another goddess figure, and one less pleasant than she who held a severed head and a cup made from a human skull.




“Agatha,” I said, preempting Mary Poppins outrage. “You have been living in very regrettable circumstances, in the care of a man who clearly was no gentleman nor a very good person of any degree. I understand why you may have found it necessary to lie, to disobey, even to steal. That has all changed now. I give you my word, here, now, and forever: I will never lie to you. Ever. If I make you a promise, I will keep it. Always. The decisions I make regarding you and your sister will be in your best interest, even if you disagree with me. I will be as fair as I can and as strong as I know how, and I will raise you as my daughters in the memory of my wife, who was the best, the kindest, and the strongest woman I ever had the fortune to know.”




Agatha listened to my words in silence, and her lower lip began to tremble. Then tears started spilling out over her lashes, and she erupted into sobs. I set my napkin aside, pushed my chair out, and went over to her. She hugged me with her sister’s strength, causing my ribs to creak.




“I don’t want to be the Slayer,” she sobbed. “I want to be a girl and grow up and get married and have adventures.”




“I cannot promise you that,” I told her, “but I will do my very best to make it possible.”




Jane came around to Agatha’s other side and hugged her.




“Come on, old bean,” she told her sister. “He’s going to be a simply smashing father. Why, I’d bet he could get us elephant rides for our birthday.”




“I make no promises,” I told them, “but I will look into the matter.”




Agatha sniffled and looked up at me.




“May I have a crossbow?” she asked.




“No,” I replied. “Not until you have had sufficient training in the safe handling of one. Then I will get you one for your birthday or Christmas.”




She considered this. “Very well.”




“Now, eat your vegetables,” I told her.




I took my seat again, and Mary Poppins spared me a gracious smile.




“Well done, sir,” she murmured.







Agatha confirmed that Schlessinger had put an antique necklace around her neck and recited words she didn’t recognize. She made a drawing of the necklace that looked close enough to Lady Dawn’s, we had to admit that he had designated Agatha as the next victim. Mary Poppins spoke to three of the cats kept at the house, and reported that the house had seen an increase in rats trying to infiltrate the building. We advised the lady of the house, and the ways into the cellars and the attics were opened to the cats, who began a fastidious patrol.




Holmes took his leave, saying he had some leads regarding Schlessinger to pursue. He promised to be home before the moon rose, ensuring we would have one more guard against Da Shu Ken. It seemed impossible that only two nights have passed since Lady Dawn had first come to us, but considering that one old woman had certainly died due to his machinations, and four men had been used as his tools and died for their pains, no matter how safe we kept the twins that night, it seemed likely that Schlessinger would try for another sacrifice.




Lady Dawn very nearly fell asleep over her food, and once our rooms were cleaned and supplied with two cots for the girls, stripped down to her chemise, climbed under the covers, and fell into an exhausted sleep without apology. It would seem that healing came with its own price. For a very short moment, I found myself regretting that Mary Poppins would be more than happy to help her with her corset lacing, but I set that aside as both improper and a waste of time. I was a widower who’d had two daughters dropped into my life like artillery bombs. If we survived the explosion, there was a great deal of clean up afterwards, and I could not spend precious time distracted by thoughts of something that could never come to fruition.




Mary Poppins collected paper and pens and began to instruct the girls on their neglected school topics. The girls uttered not one complaint, which I ascribed to the novelty of actual instruction and their wish to please both me and Mary Poppins. While it would not last, I was determined to make the best of it. While they studied and Lady Dawn slumbered, I found myself drawn to the couch for a nap. I had hardly removed my shoes and tucked a tassel covered pillow under my head before I’d nodded off.




I dreamt, like I had so many times, of Mary.




She sat at her vanity and smiled up at me while I brushed her hair. It was a favorite evening activity. She had thick, lustrous chestnut hair, and released from its braids, it hung in curving swags. 




“And how are you managing, Hamish?” she asked.




She’d always liked my middle name better than my first. It had more character, she told me. There were so many Johns in the world and so few Hamishes.




“Better,” I admitted. “Returning to Baker Street was a sound decision. Holmes has drawn me into his work again, and I am the better for it. I am forced out into the world and cannot always occupy myself with your loss.”




“Good,” she remarked. 




She rose and turned towards me, her eyes sleepy. It was my favorite of her moods, because it meant she would soon lean her head back for a kiss, and that first kiss led to so many others and so much more.




“Hamish,” she said, doubt in her voice. “I am…concerned about something.”




“And what is that?” I asked, enjoying the smell of her as I had not in so very long.




The details of this dream were stronger than any dream I’d ever had. I was fully cognizant of the smell of the beeswax candles she liked to burn in our bedroom, the lace frills at the edge of her dressing gown, and the sound of our housekeeper going through the house and turning down the gaslights. It felt entirely real.




“The girls,” she said, looking up at me with a little pinch of worry between her brows. “There’s something wrong with them. With Agatha.”




“What do you mean?” I asked, kissing her forehead and then her cheek.




“There’s something in her blood,” she told me, her eyes wide and solemn. “It will drive her mad and kill her.”




“What?”




“You can save her,” she explained. “You just have to let the blood out. You’re a surgeon; you know how.”




“She’ll die,” I said, horrified.




“No, she won’t,” Mary assured me. “I can prevent that, because I’m dead. Da Shu Ken explained it to me.”




My blood froze, and I stepped back from her.




“It won’t even hurt,” she insisted. “Once she’s safe, I can come back to you. We can be together again. He has that power. You just have to do this one thing.”




“No.” My voice had turned hoarse.




“Please, Hamish,” she begged me. “Don’t you miss me? Don’t you want me?”




“No!”




I turned away from her and fled, pushing the bedroom door out of my way and running down the stairs as they turned to quicksand beneath my feet. 




I woke with a start, breathing hard. The lamps in the room were turned down, and the girls and Mary Poppins no longer sat at the table. Instead, Lady Dawn sat there, a robe of crimson velvet pulled over her chemise, her hair was pulled into a braid, and a few strands had escaped. There was a cup of tea in her hands, and she stared into it. Her expression was bleak. I sat up, and she looked at me.




“The writings said he can speak to people in dreams,” she said. “But it didn’t say anything about him using my mom to do it.”




I joined her at the table and poured a cup of tea for myself.







Chapter Ten



Holmes was late returning, which left me pacing the small room as Bernadette brought us news from the house. Rats had been found in several of the public rooms, leading to panic and disgust among the staff. The principal lady—whom I have not and will not name due to her connections to those in much higher circles than my own—sent out for a pack of rat terriers. Opening was delayed by two hours, which put it well after dark, which in London fell more than an hour before the sun actually set. We waited tense and barely breathing for the moon to rise.




Shortly after moonrise, there was a ruckus downstairs, and when Bernadette returned, out of breath and rumpled, she reported that one of their regular callers had, after spending twenty minutes in amiable conversation, insisted on being allowed into the private area of the house, and on being denied, had attacked one of the footmen and gone into a violent rage. It had taken four of the other guests to bring him down and tie him hand and foot. He had been deposited in the wine cellar, unable to move an inch, until the lady of the house could decide what to do with him.




“We may need to abandon these rooms,” I told the ladies.




“No,” Lady Dawn protested. “He doesn’t know we’re here. He can’t find us with rats, so he’s using drunk guys. There’s probably at least one drunk guy going berserk in every brothel and bar in London.”




“Then I must at least go downstairs and lend what aid I can,” I answered, reaching for my jacket.




“No!” she repeated. “Watson, it knows what you look like. It got a really good look at you back in Whitechapel, remember? If it sees you, it’ll know Agatha’s here.”




Hard pressed to argue her point and wishing Holmes was back, I subsided. The girls were awake and watchful. The tension in the room left them subdued. Mary Poppins had tidied until our surroundings nearly sparkled and was now knitting a series of socks, one after the other, with an unending ball of yarn. Lady Dawn perched, tailor style, on the more comfortable chair, her bag of tricks strapped to her, and her sword at hand. 




Though we had an interior suite with no windows, we could hear the wind rattle the chimney pots through the fireplace. Gusts caused the fire to flare up and spit sparks onto the hearth. The noise from downstairs was muted but discernible—a piano playing lively popular music, conversation, the laughter of women’s voices. 




“I wish it would rain,” Lady Dawn remarked.




A good rain would wash the soot out of the air and might give us a day or two without the worst of the fog. I found myself wishing it as well.




“He does not mind the cold, from what I remember,” Mary Poppins replied, “but he prefers dry, windy weather, like the steppes.”




“Is he very old?” Jane asked.




“Oh, yes,” Mary Poppins answered. “As old as cities, as old as plagues, but not quite as old as death.”




“Doesn’t he have any enemies?” Lady Dawn asked. “Anything he’s afraid of?”




“Oh, he fears a great many things,” she said. “But they are a rat’s fears, and he is far larger than any mortal rat. He is bound by his summoning and by his elements—the dark of the night, the full moon, and the cold of winter. He cannot abide running water or daylight. He is never seen as himself. He will always wear another’s form—either by appearing as someone else in a dream or by possessing someone.”




A gust rattled down the chimney, startling the girls and making me look around. Where was Holmes? Downstairs, one of the ladies shrieked, and it was impossible to tell if it was in play or in fear. Agatha stood and took my hand.




“There’s something outside,” she said. 




“Don’t be afraid,” I told her. “We won’t let anything harm you.”




Someone walked past the door on slippered feet. Holmes could have told us whether it was man or woman, how tall the person was, and any innumerable details from just the sound of their whispering footfalls. All I could say was that they were in a hurry and had muffled their steps. Something skittered across the ceiling above us. We were on the second floor, but there was another full floor between us and the attic, so it must have been between the ceiling and the floor. A rat? Were we found?




“Father?” Jane said softly, coming to my side.




“Everything’s all right,” I told her. “Stay with your sister.”




Lady Dawn was on her feet now as well, hand on the hilt of her sword. Mary Poppins stood, straight as a post, neither afraid nor worried, but very, very focused.




A howl of wind came through the fireplace in the bedroom, scattering ash and coal dust across the hearth. 




“Can he cross thresholds?” Lady Dawn asked Mary Poppins.




“With normal precautions, no,” the nanny answered. 




“What counts as a normal precaution?” I asked.




“Silver nails in the windowsills,” she replied. “Mirrors before the doorway, a good mouser let to prowl, no food left out, that sort of thing.”




The wind rattled the chimneys again, louder and more persistently.




“Is he trying to get in?” Jane asked.




Lady Dawn and I exchanged a look, and we silently agreed that it would be best to prevent any attempts.




“I’ll get the damper in the other room,” she said.




“Be quick about it,” I answered. 




I stood at the door between the two rooms as she hurried to the fireplace in the bedroom. The wind was moaning and howling down the chimney flue now. Bracing herself, she reached into fireplace, above the last of the evening’s coals, grabbed the damper’s handle and pulled it shut. Then she took the shovel from the set of irons and pushed as much ash over the coals as she could, smothering them.




“Okay, that’s good for n—”




The servant’s door behind her burst open with a horrific bang and a billowing shadow filled the doorway. The girls screamed in fright. I reached for my pistol, but Lady Dawn beat me to it, kicking the door closed. Then she leaned against it and pushed the bolt home, almost collapsing in relief.




“Curtain,” she said. “There’s a curtain across the doorway to keep out drafts. The wind must have—”




She stopped and straightened, stepping away from the door. I both heard and saw the door rattle softly, as if someone were testing it. Then, something scratched lightly at it two, three times.




“Lady Dawn, get back in here,” I ordered.




She didn’t argue but made a sensible retreat to the parlor as we both heard something begin to gnaw at the door. Once she was within the room, I closed the door to the bedroom and put a chair before it, pushing the back under the handle. A sense of bone deep cold settled on us. I knelt before the fire, adding coal a piece at a time to build it up, and then adjusted the flue to deflect most of the wind. It still rattled and caused the fire to spit, but it was greatly improved.




“Did Holmes say what he was doing?” Lady Dawn asked.




I shook my head. “He rarely does, though he may tell us afterwards if it bears on the situation.”




“I’m sure he’ll be fine,” Agatha said stoutly. 




“I wonder if he put on a disguise,” Jane said. “They’re quite brilliant, and it’s my favorite part of the story.”




“I like it when he thrashes someone or threatens to horsewhip them,” Agatha said.




“That doesn’t happen very often,” I advised them.




“No,” she said with deep regret. “It doesn’t.”




An hour passed, then a second one, as we waited for Holmes to return. Occasionally, there was a nearby sound that persuaded us Da Shu Ken was still looking but had not found our hiding place. Someone in the hallway stumbled past, careening against the wall and cursing drunkenly. Scratchings and gnawings came from the walls and the ceiling. We never did see a rat in the room itself, and I suspect that even the bedroom remained inviolate, though we didn’t chance it. 




There, in that small room, we could make a last stand if necessary. I would face any attacker first, and if I fell, Lady Dawn would take up her sword against them. If she fell, they would face Mary Poppins, and I suspected there would be no getting past her. That assurance was the only thing that made it possible for me to consider staying.




After a very long several minutes, we heard the snuffling, jostling, and barking of a pack of terriers in the hallways just outside. It appeared the lady of the house had successfully hired a ratter, and the dogs were getting a year’s work in one night. Bernadette later told us that at a sixpence a rat, the ratter’s dogs had killed enough rats to send him away with more than two pounds. 




After the commotion was over, the girls asked for stories about Holmes, which I gladly provided. Then, to my surprise, they asked me for stories about myself, about my own childhood and my service in the Berkshires.




“Were you shot in the shoulder or in the leg?” Agatha asked. 




“I couldn’t say,” I answered.




“It’s a secret?” Jane asked, confused.




“No.” I almost laughed at her confusion. “I was wounded in the Battle of Maiwand by a jezail bullet, and I clearly remember the shock of it, but not the pain or the location of the injury. Someone picked me up like a sack of grain and threw me over a mule, and I passed out before I could pull my wits together. Once the retreat was over and I was in hospital, I became very ill with enteric fever before I was at all recovered, and there are weeks where my memory was not at all reliable. By the time I was myself, I had several healed injuries that could have been bullet wounds. Perhaps my shoulder, perhaps my hip, perhaps several ribs on my left side, perhaps the tear on the outside of my right calf.”




“No medical records?” Lady Dawn asked.




“No,” I told her, “for the action was hot, there were hundreds of wounded, and my later illness was much more worrying.”




“What’s en-ter-ic fever?” Agatha asked, sounding it out.




“You know how poorly you feel with an upset stomach?” I asked her.




“Oh, yes,” she agreed.




“I’ve never had an upset stomach,” Jane announced.




“Yes, you have,” Agatha told her. “Remember when you ate all the cherries?”




“Oh, well, I didn’t know they were off until it was too late,” Jane answered. “So that doesn’t count.”




“Yes, well, enteric fever is like having an extremely upset stomach and running a fever at the same time,” I told them, “and I had it for six weeks.”




“Cholera?” Lady Dawn asked.




“No, thank God,” I responded. “I would have been dead in hours if it had been cholera. There’s little that can be done for those poor souls.”




We passed the time as best we could. Lady Dawn had a pack of playing cards and taught the girls the rudiments of a game she called Calamity Jane, but which I recognized as a form of hearts. I had no missish prejudices against card games, as I’d spent many a pleasant hour both in the army and with Mary playing gin. We’d even started learning bridge with a neighboring couple before she’d taken ill. Mary Poppins checked my expression, and seeing that I found nothing wrong with it, let it go. She even described a game she referred to as dragon poker, the extensive, contradictory, and baffling rules of which left the girls staring at her in confusion. 




“Sounds like fizzbin,” Lady Dawn noted.




“I’m told they’re much alike,” Mary Poppins answered. “But dragon poker requires more decks to play and allows reference to the rule book, whereas fizzbin must be played without an agreed upon authority, and bluffing over the rules is very much part of the overall strategy.”




There were two more episodes when a great chill settled on the room, and the sounds of vermin and drunkards became positively fierce. The game was set aside, I ordered the girls onto the table, and the three of us—myself, Lady Dawn, and Mary Poppins—took defensive stances between whatever searched and the girls. Each time, something drove the searcher off. The first time it was the dogs. The second time, the scratchings and gnawings were interrupted by a sudden flurry of scurrying, bounding leaps, and then the yowling and growling of several cats.




“They’re hunting together?” Lady Dawn asked in amazement.




“Is it Commander Fluffybritches?” Agatha asked.




“One of his lieutenants,” Mary Poppins told her. 




“We should leave them more fish and cream in the morning,” Jane declared.




“I will see to it,” I promised her.




The third and worst time, when we were quite sure whatever sought Agatha would gnaw its way through the bedroom door and then into the parlor, dig through the ceiling into the room below, or kick in the door from the hallway with one blow. We took our customary precautions. I checked my revolver as was my custom. Lady Dawn had her sword in hand. Mary Poppins set aside her knitting and pulled her gloves on. The temperature in the room had fallen by at least ten degrees, and I could smell the sweetish stink of rats along with the kind of dry, dusty air that was never found in London but I remembered all too well from my days in the subcontinent. The noise in the walls and the ceiling above us was disconcerting, even discouraging. I hated to think that we might be overrun by rats. There weren’t enough bullets in an armory to shoot each one.




Someone pounded on the door like a maniac, causing everyone in the room except Mary Poppins to jump with fright. She only frowned at the bad manners displayed.




“Watson!” Holmes called. “Open the door this minute!”




I started for the door when Lady Dawn caught my coat sleeve. She looked frightened and cautious. She glanced at the door and then back to me, shaking my head. 




“It’s all right,” I assured her. “I would know his voice anywhere.”




“Be careful,” she whispered. “What if it can mimic him? What if, somehow, Holmes took something that made him vulnerable.”




“Watson!” Holmes yelled.




Meeting her eyes, I saw that she knew of Holmes’s proclivity towards cocaine, and was doing her best to choose her words not to cast disparagement on his character.




“It’s quite all right,” I assured her. “Holmes would only be in danger if he were bored, and I can promise you that he is not.”




I patted her hand, and she released my sleeve. At the door, choosing the better part of discretion over valor, I planted my foot so the door could only be opened a few inches, and eased it open. It was Holmes on the other side, wet with rain, windblown, and dressed—of all things—as an Anglican priest.




“Do let me in, Watson,” he said. “In this disguise and in this place, I will find myself the center of far too much attention.”




I glanced back at Lady Dawn and Mary Poppins.




“Perhaps a mirror,” Mary Poppins suggested. “It cannot bear its own reflection.”




Lady Dawn dipped into her bag and brought out a small compact, which she opened and handed to me.




I held it up to Holmes, who met his own eyes in the reflection before looking back at me.




“You’ve often accused me of vanity, old friend,” he said, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth, “but this seems a bit of an overstatement.”




I opened the door to him, and he stepped through, shaking rain of his coat.




“Forgive my lateness,” he said. “I have had the very devil of the time evading Da Shu Ken’s greater and lesser servants.”




“Did you accomplish what you set out to?” I asked, taking his coat and allowing him space before the fire.




“Did you thrash anyone?” Agatha asked.




“No one who did not deserve it,” he told her.




“Holmes,” I said, trying to find a starting place in the explanation of how our banter would have to be tailored for the presence of the girls.




“Smashing!” Agatha declared.




“And he’s wearing a disguise!” Jane crowed. “It’s like Christmas!”




I realized that I was sunk before I had even left the harbor. My girls would not be reared like ordinary girls, no matter how I would prefer to shelter them.




“Here,” Holmes said, taking out a bundle of slender sticks and holding the very tips to the fire. When they lit, he blew them out, and they began to smoke. “Place these in each corner of the room and one in the very center. I am promised by a gentleman of great age and learning that they will drive off the remainder of Da Shu Ken’s scouts.”




“What are they?” I asked, handing out one apiece to the ladies and girls.




“A type of incense called joss,” Holmes replied. “I feel as if I’ve explored every corner of the globe without leaving London, but other than Russia, Guinea, Lebanon, and even the Philippines, I have spent most of my time in China. There is a great deal more faith and credit given to tales of the incredible in those enclaves than our own society, Watson, and some even recognized the name of Da Shu Ken.”




“Sandalwood and anise,” Mary Poppins said in an approving tone. “That should drive his agents away.”




Clouds of fragrant smoke seemed an insubstantial defense to hang our safety on, but Lady Dawn appeared to relax.




“And most lately,” Holmes continued, “I have done a sort of missionary work. There will be no shortage of drunkards and opium smokers tonight, unfortunately, but my hope is that word has spread through every contact I have—police, informants, shopkeepers, the Irregulars, even former clients and the petty criminals I have helped put away—that all females are his potential victims, and he does not care if he claims a child or a crone.”




“That’s a lot to get done,” Lady Dawn commented, setting her sword aside.




“I spent the last three hours dodging his agents in the rain,” Holmes answered, stripping off his mustache and eyebrows to the girls’ utter delight. “I was cornered twice. Fortunate timing and a river taxi helped me the first time. It appears neither the rats nor the drunks will cross running water at his behest. The second time I considered jumping in the Thames.”




“You’re not serious!” I protested. 




The river was an open sewer, and while the cold might keep the smell down, a man who fell into its icy grip was as like to die of exposure as drown. Both Agatha and Jane were riveted. Even Lady Dawn listened wide-eyed.




“My situation was dire,” Holmes answered. “I’m afraid I’ve more than my fair share of bites, as the rats found the quickest way to my position was across the rope I dangled from.”




“What did you do?” Mary Poppins asked with mild curiosity.




“I burned the rope,” he answered. “It parted under my weight, and one end fell away to the water whilst I was set careening like a jungle man to the side of the crane I’d climbed. The majority of the rats were shaken off, and the few that remained were easily dealt with.”




“Holmes, let me see your hands,” I ordered.




He had taken the seat closest to the fire to warm himself. Gingerly, he tugged at the fingers of his gloves. When I saw that he was having difficulty, I stopped him. 




“Mary Poppins, the basin, if you please,” I asked. “Girls, would you attend to his shoes. Gently, please.”




Poor Holmes, who was never comfortable with notice or attention, found himself at the center of attention of four young ladies. Agnes and Jane each took a foot, exclaiming over the layers of muck on the shoes. Mary Poppins brought over the basin and then handed me the pitcher, which I’d left on the hearth to keep the water warm. I placed the basin on Holmes lap, filled it halfway with fresh water and bade him put his hands in the water.




He did not wince, but then I’d rarely seen my friend express anything but the mildest discomfort over days and nights without sleep or food, freezing cold, or injuries that would fell a lesser man. Lady Dawn produced a pair of bandage scissors, and I used them to cut his gloves along the seams and then peel them off.




I counted thirty-seven bites, and the outside of his left hand was covered in first and second degree burns. 




“Miss Poppins, would you see that the bedroom is safe and get the girls ready for sleep?” I asked. 




They had been busy guessing over the places Holmes had been and displayed a surprising knowledge of the terrain of London, from the splashes of yellow mud of the brickyards to the thin brown slop of the Southwark warehouse district to the thick, black cake of Chinatown. I found myself wondering what, if any, supervision Peverell had given them.




“Can we use the unicorn horn on Mister Holmes?” one of the girls asked while we waited for Mary Poppins to distribute the joss, restart the fire, and set the mirrors to her liking. 




“No, Jane,” Mary Poppins told her. 




“But why not?” Agatha asked out of genuine curiosity.




“Well, because you are still a child,” Mary Poppins told her. “When you are older but still unmarried, then it is something you will be able to do.”




“But you’re not married,” Jane pointed out.




“You are correct,” Mary Poppins said, “but I am not a woman. I am a nanny. My circumstances are different, and I am governed by different customs.”




“But, Lady Dawn isn’t married either,” Agatha said, growing more confused.




There was a moment where Mary Poppins, Holmes, and I felt a profound discomfort, and I was about to tell the girls it was a matter for when they were older when Lady Dawn spoke up.




“It’s not exactly whether I’m married or not,” she told them. “It’s because I’m not a virgin. Do you know what a virgin is?”




I must have made a choking sound from the apoplectic fit that rose within me, for Holmes cleared his throat and made the tiniest tilt of his head, urging me to wait.




“It’s someone who’s not a strumpet?” Agatha asked.




“Or a tart,” Jane added.




“Where did you hear that?” Mary Poppins asked in consternation.




“From Uncle Clarence,” Jane answered. “He tells us all the time we mustn’t be like that, and that we must remain virgins because, if we’re not called as Slayers, he will marry us off to good men, and we can have many children.”




“Because he thinks being a potential Slayer is passed on heretically,” Agatha added. “And no man will want to marry us if we are strumpets or whores and not proper virgins.”




“By heredity,” Mary Poppins corrected her. “Heretics are those who hold views contrary to religious orthodoxy.”




I decided there and then that my upcoming conversation with Clarence Peverell would be carried out with a horsewhip. Vigorously.




Lady Dawn cleared her throat softly and caught my attention.




“Do you trust me?” she asked softly. 




I considered. Her elder sister, she had said, was a Slayer. Clearly, wherever she came from had different standards of behavior and different social mores, and yet, not only was she one of the bravest young women I’d ever met, she showed an awareness of other societies and—with the exception of her one outburst—refrained from judgment.




“Can you proceed with appropriate language?” I asked, thinking of her habitual use of curses.




“Oh, yeah,” she said. “I got this.”




She turned to the girls.




“Here’s the deal,” she said. “Only a virgin can use a unicorn horn to heal someone. A virgin is a person who has not had sex. Here and now, the expectation is that sex only happens between a husband and wife, because having sex makes babies, and babies need parents and a home to grow up healthy. So, the way most people look at it is, if you’re not married, you’re automatically a virgin, and if you are married, you are no longer a virgin. Does that make sense?”




The girls frowned in thought. 




“There’s a book in Uncle Clarence’s study with pictures of people…doing some very odd things,” Jane said. “Kissing and…other things. Many of them didn’t have any clothes on, and some of the people were girls and boys our age.”




“Well, it was more than one book,” Agatha admitted.




I would kill him. 




“Pretty much everyone agrees that children should not have sex,” Lady Dawn said. “It’s not healthy for you to have sex before you’re ready, and it’s really, really not healthy for some adult to have sex with you, because they’re supposed to take care of you and put your needs before their wants.”




They considered this. I realized I was working very hard to control my breathing, and both my hands were gripped into hard fists. It did not take a great deal of imagination to predict what Peverell had in store for the twins if they had become Slayers, as he did not expect them to live long enough to be married.




“But you’re not married,” Jane pointed out, “and you said you’re not a virgin.”




I took a deep, calming breath. It was common knowledge among doctors that many young women did not reach the marriage bed as a virgin, but then, neither did many young men. It was a terrible enough risk for a man to take when venereal disease was so prevalent among all the classes, and much of it had no cure or a cure that was nearly as bad as the disease. Women risked the same as well as the shame of an illegitimate pregnancy, being disowned by their parents, and denied by the father of their child. I had seen more than a few young women who, faced with these circumstances, had chosen to take their own lives. I had helped many more terrified girls and exhausted women, if they came to me early enough, with a procedure that opened their wombs and returned their menses. I did not like it, but I saw enough of the world to understand that it was the best of some very poor options.




But for Lady Dawn to admit that she was not a virgin without blinking an eye? What sort of world had she come from? How was it even possible?




“I did say that,” she agreed. “Where I come from, so long as the people involved are both consenting, and they’ve taken precautions against making babies, it’s no one’s business but theirs. Things are different here. There’s no way I could have done that here. And neither should you.”




“Oh.”




The girls exchanged a look that lasted several seconds with shifts in expression, shrugs, and nods.




“Father?” Agatha asked.




I cleared my throat and made an effort to relax so that my voice did not betray the fury and disgust I felt towards their last guardian. Along with those girls who’d faced the merciless consequences of surrendering to lust, I’d treated young brides who’d been so sheltered, they were traumatized by what their husbands had done to them on their wedding nights. I found myself praying for the first time since I’d sat beside Mary’s deathbed. Please God, let me do right by these children, my daughters. 




“When you are older,” I told them, “and if you love a good man who is worthy of you and can be a good husband to you, and if you choose to marry him, then you and he will enjoy the act of sex. It will be something you share with him and he with you. Until then, you will remain virgins.”




They exchanged another look.




“Very well,” Jane said. “That’s all we needed to know.”




“Yes,” Agatha agreed. “I expect we may have questions later, but we’re well past our bedtime.”




“Indeed you are, girls,” Mary Poppins said, and ushered them into the bedroom, closing the door firmly behind her.




“Good night, Father,” they called.




“Good night, Jane. Good night, Agatha,” I managed.




I felt the need to sit down. Lady Dawn anticipated this and pulled one of the chairs towards me.




“You are going to make an awesome Dad,” she told me.




“After I deal with Clarence Peverell,” I answered.




“Please let me know when you intend to do so,” Holmes requested. “I will join you, horsewhip in hand.”




Holmes waited patiently, soaking his hands, while I recovered myself. Lady Dawn knelt beside me as I worked on cleaning his hands and handed me anything I required. Then, she began to hand me more. Gloves made of a strange material, purple in color, waterproof, thinner than parchment, and utterly flexible. I pulled them on and found that they barely interfered with my ability to feel the details of Holmes’s injuries. Then she supplied me with a bottle labeled isopropyl alcohol.




“What is this?” I asked.




“It’s a disinfectant,” she said. “It kills bacteria. It’ll sting in an open wound, but it helps prevent infection.”




I applied it to Holmes’s hands and felt him flinch. 




“Ordinarily, Holmes, I would offer you some morphine,” I told him. “But under the circumstances.”




“I completely understand,” he answered. “Carry on.”




“I’ve got some lidocaine,” Lady Dawn said, and reached into her remarkable bag again.




“What is lidocaine?” I asked.




“It’s a numbing agent,” she replied. 




She brought out a small glass vial and a her bag of syringes. She took out one of the syringes, uncapped it, plunged the needle into the cap of the vial without breaking it and drew a small amount, no more than ten milliliters, into the syringe. Then she handed it to me.




“Subcutaneous shots of half to a full milliliter across the site of the injury,” she told me. “It’ll take around five minutes to completely numb the skin.”




I ended up using two syringes full, and Holmes remarked before I was halfway done administering it, that the first injection sites were completely numb and free of pain. 




“What are the side effects?” I asked her.




“Allergic reactions are pretty rare,” she told me. “And other side effects are even more rare—sleepiness, nausea, and itching. You’d have to give a fairly large dose intravenously for the other stuff.”




After I cleaned his injuries, she offered burn cream and antibiotic ointment as well as sterile bandages impregnated with silver and coated with something that would keep the material from sticking to the wounds. If I had doubted her story of coming from another world similar to ours but one hundred years further along, I no longer did. She also drew two larger syringes and set them aside.




Holmes relaxed with his feet up on the ottoman and sank into a deep meditative state, ignoring us completely.




“This one,” she held it up, “is a combination vaccine for diphtheria, pertussis, and tetanus. It will inoculate his immune system against those diseases.”




“Wait, what?” I asked.




“Okay, you know how cowpox is used to inoculate people against smallpox?” she asked.




“Of course,” I said. “It’s been a standard practice for nearly a century.”




“There are vaccines for other illnesses where I come from,” she explained. “By introducing harmless elements of either the disease causing microbe or the toxin the microbe produces, the vaccine stimulates the immune system and causes it to produce antibodies, protecting the recipient against the disease. The rat bites put Holmes at risk for tetanus, so he gets this shot.”




I was astonished. The deaths that could be prevented with this as a tool…Diphtheria strangled people. Pertussis suffocated them. Lockjaw was not a fate I would wish even on Peverell.




“This,” she continued, holding up the second syringe, “is penicillin. It’s an antibiotic. It kills a wide spectrum of disease-causing bacteria. It will prevent or cure an infection, even if it’s in his bloodstream. Now, it’s possible that he’s allergic to it. It’s a rare side effect, but if he starts complaining about numbness around his mouth, difficulty breathing, or his blood pressure drops, you have to give him this.”




She brought out a third syringe different from the others, packaged in bright yellow with paragraphs of information printed on it.




“Put the tip against his thigh, hit the button, and hold it there for ten seconds,” she explained. “It contains a drug called epinephrine, which is the same thing as adrenaline. Adrenaline is a serious stimulant. He’ll have a rapid pulse, sweating, probably some anxiety. This is only used if a person has a deadly allergic reaction to something. And if he doesn’t have that in half an hour of getting the vaccine and penicillin, he’ll be fine.”




“I see,” I said, fascinated. 




Had she left that reference book out? I found myself wanting to read it, especially since we had a long night to get through.




“The vaccine and the penicillin need to go in his large muscles,” she said. “I’ll also leave the lidocaine, some syringes, and extra bandages out.”




“Thank you,” I said softly.




“You know what,” she said. “Keep the vaccine. Give yourself and the girls a shot each. It’s good for five years. Follow the storage directions on the box the vial came in, and don’t use it after the expiration date.”




“You said there were other vaccines,” I prompted her.




“Lots of other vaccines,” she agreed, “but I don’t have them on me. I only carry that one because it’s considered first aid if there’s a risk for tetanus.”




I looked at these three simple medications she’d given me—lifesavers all—and remained amazed.




“Your world must be very different,” I said.




She nodded. “Infant mortality is rare. Average expected lifespan at birth is more than seventy years for men and close to eighty for women.”




“How?”




“Sanitation, nutrition, and vaccines, mostly,” she said. “Antibiotics are another big reason. We’ve got other diseases we struggle with. Cancer is still a big one. My mom died of it. Heart disease, diabetes. Usually it’s the diseases of having too much instead of not enough. The world’s not perfect, but in some ways, it’s a lot better.”




I was silent for a moment.




“Mary, my wife, died of pneumonia,” I told her. “It started as a cold, settled in her chest, and three weeks after she took ill, I knew I could not save her.”




“I’m so sorry,” Lady Dawn said. “Pneumonia still exists where I’m from, but the only people it kills are people who are very old or very sick. If an otherwise healthy adult comes down with it, they get antibiotics and other treatment, and they recover.”




So, in this world, my Mary would almost certainly still be alive.




“Would you forgive me if I asked a very personal question,” I asked. “In the interest of medicine, of course.”




“Go ahead,” she answered.




“Is the treatment for venereal disease as advanced as what you’ve already mentioned?” I asked. “And do the ladies not fear unintended pregnancies?”




“Uh, well,” she began, pausing for a moment. “There’s still venereal disease. There are tests for all the diseases, cures for most of them, and treatments for the rest. It’s very rare for someone to die of a sexually transmitted disease these days. As for pregnancy, there are a lot of forms of contraception available. Some of it has to be prescribed by a doctor, and some of it is available over the counter to anyone. Abortion is legal most places, though it’s very controversial. There’s a lot of argument over sexual morals, but most people are okay with sex outside of marriage, so long as no one’s cheating on someone else. Homosexuality is a lot more accepted than it used to be. People take rape and sexual abuse a lot more seriously, too.”




It was difficult to imagine what her world must have been like.




“But,” she continued, “women still have babies out of wedlock. We have tests that can prove who the father is, so she can take him to court and get child support if she wants.”




“They don’t have to marry?” I asked.




“No,” she said. “We figured out that really wasn’t a good idea.”




“Do you have any use for men at all?” I asked, fascinated but worried. 




After all, if a woman could raise her child without the father being involved, if she could vote, own property, and work at a job, what purpose would a man have in her life? Who would he protect and nurture? How would he face the world knowing he wasn’t needed? Very few men were like Holmes, as self-contained as an egg. 




“Of course,” she said, looking up at me in surprise. “Doctor Watson, men are half the human race, and personally, I happen to like a whole lot of them. Several of my closest friends are men. My dad is really important to me, and so is the man who helped raise me and my sister. Xander, he’s really my best friend back home, and maybe some day…who knows? I want to fall in love and get married some day. I don’t know about kids yet, but I’ll figure that out. If I do have them, you better believe I want to be married to their father and raising them with him. It’s just that, I want it to be my choice, not something I have to do.”




It was somewhat reassuring.




“You know,” she said, “if you and Mary had met in my world, she still would have loved you.”




“Well,” I managed, feeling my heart contract painfully with emotion, “if, as you say, all the different universes out there share similarities, perhaps there is a world like your own where we have met and are still together.”




“Maybe,” she agreed. “You know, my doctor, Gregory House, reminds me a lot of Mister Holmes. He’s way less polite, but they’ve both got the lone genius solving mysteries thing going on.”




“Holmes as a doctor,” I mused. “Now there is a strange image.”




She wished me good night, gathered up the bandage wrappers and other trash, and left for the bedroom.







Chapter Eleven



The moon set only minutes after the sun rose, and I am afraid we were, with the exception of Mary Poppins, fast asleep with exhaustion. Holmes actually slept in the chair by the fire, which was a sign to me of how spent he was from the previous day. I took the couch and managed to doze, though I awakened more than once from dreams of Mary pleading with me to do everything from setting fire to the building while everyone was still inside to smothering Agatha while she slept. I did not feel rested when I woke to the sound of the girls chattering in the bedroom.




I checked on Holmes. His hands were better than I could have hoped for. The first degree burns were halfway healed, and the second degree were scabbed over nicely. The bites were no longer puffy and red. Lady Dawn’s medications were miraculous. Holmes then surveyed our rooms for any sign that the either type of Da Shu Ken’s agents had breached our security. 




While the ladies got ready, he summoned me with a silent gesture and led me around to the servant’s corridor, which ran between two ranks of bedrooms. At the door which led into the bedroom off our parlor, he knelt, scraped a match across the floor, and lit a candle, which he then used to show me the marks on the doorframe. I crouched beside him. The sweetish stink of rats was strong here, and there were droppings along the wall where they must have run back and forth, but on the door and the frame were gouges, toothmarks made by gnawing. I placed my hand on the wood of the door next to one. It was fully as wide as my thumb and nearly as long.




“This was not made by any rat I’ve ever seen or read of,” I told Holmes.




His face was drawn with concern. “Nor I, Watson. While I proved the stories of the giant rat of Sumatra to be a fiction in the employ of ruthless cult of assassins, had I been shown evidence of a rodent of such unusual size, I would have had to accept its existence. However, I think this is less the work of an actual rat than it is a kind of mark of its presence, drawn into being by the number of its agents that passed this way.”




“It is daylight now,” I reminded him. “So even if any rats remain, the demon will be unable to use them for its purposes.”




“Yes,” he agreed. “And there is another of his agents trussed up in the cellar, if Bernadette spoke accurately.”




We informed Mary Poppins of our intent to question the man still held by the lady of the house, and she nodded graciously. I suspected she had not slept either, but I also suspected that she needed little or no sleep on a regular basis as she proved indefatigable. She was also kempt, coiffed, and composed, and her blouse and skirt were spotless and neatly pressed. It was as if she could keep all chaos and entropy at bay through her mere presence, and not just homicidal rat gods.




The kitchen staff gave us such dubious looks that I was tempted to ask them to explain themselves, but they didn’t shirk their duties. The butler showed us into the cellar where our berserker from last night had been left, so thoroughly tied to a chair, the only movement he could have managed was a deep breath. He looked at us, so wild eyed and piteous, that I removed his gag without any instruction from Holmes.




Yet, given even that freedom, he gibbered in panic and began to howl until both Holmes and I clapped our hands to our ears. We retreated to the kitchen where the staff viewed us with something amounting to horror.




“He is insensate and completely incoherent,” I told Holmes.




“I fear his experience has damaged or even destroyed his wits,” Holmes replied. “Can you give him a sedative?”




I hesitated, knowing that the tools in my arsenal for such a purpose were all opiate based.




“As you said, Watson,” Holmes reminded me. “It is daylight, and its grip cannot extend to these hours. Let us give the poor wretch surcease long enough to commit him to the care of his family.”




“You know who he is?” I asked, as the howling began to rise yet again.




“Elementary, dear friend,” he replied, “if you will but await elucidation in order to tend the lunatic below.”




I prepared a syringe of morphine, considered the marks of addiction I’d seen on him, and doubled the dose. He must have been a heavy user indeed to have fallen so easily into the grips of Da Shu Ken. I only hoped that with supervision, once the rat god’s power was eclipsed, the man would recover. It was disheartening, indeed, to think of all the souls who may have fallen into the demon’s power last night.




The morphine quieted our man, and I was able to examine him. I shook my head, turning away from the stench of alcohol sweated out from him. He was most likely a laudanum addict, mixing alcohol and opium in one foul habit that he nursed all day long. What he was doing in this establishment became a puzzle, then, as most laudanum addicts lose all interest and drive in other physical pleasures. 




“Who is he?” I asked, checking his pulse. It was faster than I liked, but still indicated sleep.




“What do you note of his appearance, Watson?” Holmes asked. 




I sighed, but then Holmes was constitutionally incapable of displaying his prowess without urging others on to greater deductive heights.




“A young yet dissipated man,” I observed. “No more than twenty-three or twenty-four years of age. He is clean and well groomed, undeveloped in his musculature signaling little or no physical labor. His hair and mustaches are trimmed and in the latest fashion, as is his clothing. The suit appears to be bespoke, and the shoes are quite expensive. He comes from money. His jewelry is understated—cufflinks, a tie pin, and one ring. The cufflinks bear an insignia, the ring belongs to either a school or a club, and the tie pin is set with an emerald. Old money, I would say. Gentry, possibly nobility.”




“Bravo, Watson,” Holmes crowed. “You have painted a rough portrait of our subject, and your broad strokes are all correct. Can you name him?”




“No,” I admitted. “His pocket, here, bears a monogram of his initials—EFP. That, with the identity of his school and his apparent age should be enough for the police to identify him.”




Holmes hid the smallest of smiles from me.




“I tell you, Watson, if a medical student came to you and declared that it was enough to spy that a man was sick and the identifying details of a disease left to a worker at a charity ward to diagnose him, you would scorn him. One cannot make a study of medicine or crime without committing a myriad of data to one’s memory.”




“Like whether the Earth revolves around the sun,” I muttered under my breath in an unkindly manner.




“The cufflinks,” Holmes continued with a twinkle in his eye, “bear the heraldic badge of the Philostrate family, their patriarch is the Earl of Dorset. His school ring is that of Eton, indicating that he is one of the sons of the Earl, as the cousins and nephews make due with less exalted curricula. His intials, EFP for Egeus Frederick Philostrate, confirm his identity as the second son. With the assistance of the lady of the house, we can restore him to his family’s bosom, though we should warn them of his violent turn and the expectation of greater havoc tonight.”




“They will be shocked by his circumstances,” I said. “He is clearly taking a great deal of laudanum. Even the dose I gave him, large as it was, is barely holding him steady. Then to be found in a brothel.”




“His father knows of his addiction,” Holmes said, his voice cutting. “His brother knows of his gambling debts. He is a profligate and a spendthrift. Now perhaps, he can be the prodigal returned home. They may well prefer him witless and unable to further damage the family honor and legacy. Now, at least, they can keep him locked up.”




I did not bother asking what clues allowed him to conclude these facts, as I knew they were there and once pointed out would be painfully obvious. Instead, I found myself wondering what it must be like for Holmes, to see a person’s secrets pinned to them from the moment he first spied them. When had he first been disillusioned? When had he first deduced that someone he cared for had lied to him? Was our friendship so steady because I had so little to hide from him or because he chose never to bring up what I thought I had?




With The Honorable Egeus Philostrate dozing fitfully, we adjourned again to the kitchen, and Holmes summoned the butler. I wrote a letter, explaining the young man’s condition and recommending immediate and long term medical supervision until his mania had passed, a condition I did not guarantee or for which I held out much hope. The lady of the house and Bernadette joined us and listened gravely to the information we gave. 




“What?” I finally demanded when I saw the wall-eyed looks the kitchen staff cast at us.




“The monsieurs do not know?” Bernadette asked. 




“Know what?” I asked.




“There is a warrant for your arrest,” the lady of the house calmly informed us. “On charges of murder, conspiracy, and sedition. It was in this morning’s edition of The Times.”




“What?!”




“Calm yourself, Watson,” Holmes said, his eyes hooded and calculating again. “It is nothing more than we should expect after our qualified victory of last night.”




“Sedition?” I nearly yelled the word. “By God, Holmes, he’s gone too far. I am as loyal a subject of the Queen as you will find on this island or any of its possessions.”




“Of course you are,” Holmes said, dismissing the calumny of my character. “Our foe is a rich man, and through his recent marriage, he has connections. I have no doubt several bribes were paid to achieve the charges against us. I suspect those charges were selected not just to turn public opinion against us and deprive us of our allies in Scotland Yard, but also to enrage our sentiments to the point we could not think clearly. We must not allow him the advantage.”




“I did not believe it,” Bernadette vowed in a lilting Parisienne accent. “I have read your stories, Doctor. You are not a man to do such a thing.” 




“For what it matters,” the lady of the house said in a dulcet voice, “neither do I, but your situation in this household is precarious to say the least. My staff are all reliable, but they have their own sentiments as well, and these charges trouble them. Miss Summers required sanctuary, and until I hear otherwise from our mutual friend, I am bound to give it so long as I am able. I may not be able much longer.”




“Tonight is the last night of the full moon,” Holmes said. “And today, we will beard the dragon in its den.







The ladies were awake and dressed when we returned, and Lady Dawn had a copy of The Times, which she was duly outraged over. What she also pointed out to us was that Holmes’s efforts had born some fruit. While the metropolitan pages listed altercation after altercation, men arrested for trespass, public drunkenness, and disorderly conduct, and even several fires in the worst of the Limehouse district where opium dens were as common as lamp posts, the number of women arrested was significantly lower, the vast majority of the crimes reported did not list a female victim, and the only murdered woman reported had died after being pushed down a flight of stairs by another woman.




“Inspector Lestrade got your message, right?” she asked Holmes.




“He did,” Holmes assured her. “While I am sure he would prefer to question us about the events in Whitechapel, I have no doubt he took our word on the cause of the old woman’s death as well as that of the dockhand.”




“So who requested the warrant?” she asked.




“That is a matter for a later time,” Holmes said. “I’ve no doubt my brother, Mycroft, will have something to say about it, but in the meantime, we would do best to avoid the attention of the authorities.”




“Not that I figured on them breaking out a Victorian tactical team,” Lady Dawn muttered, “but I was kind of hoping they could help out.”




“And what shall we do?” Jane asked, looking up from her bowl of oatmeal.




“I don’t want to stay inside anymore,” Agatha added.




We could not send them back to Baker Street. They could not return to their former residence. I could not, in my wildest imaginations, see them allowed to roam the halls of the Diogenes Club. Perhaps Mary Poppins could take them on a day long excursion to the zoo.




“You shall come with us,” Holmes stated. “Once we have gathered a little information about our destination.”




“Capital!” Jane declared.




I shot Holmes a look, which he ignored. Lady Dawn appeared to be holding her peace. 




“Agatha.” Holmes looked down at her. “What can you tell us about where you were between Schlessinger taking you prisoner and your release?”




Agatha set her spoon down and considered the matter, looking very serious for her age.




“I was wrapped up in a blanket, and then the big man gagged and blindfolded me,” she told us. “So I didn’t see anything, but I was carried through several large halls. The footsteps were all echoey, and it took one hundred and eight steps to reach the first turn, which was a left, and then sixty-seven steps to reach the second turn, which was another left, and then there was a door with hinges that did not creak at all, but it didn’t fit very well in the jamb. Then there were four flights of stairs down and a door with hinges that did creak, and we were in a room that must have been large but didn’t echo at all. It smelled like books and mothballs and fusty old closets. Then the man carrying me put me down on a very dusty couch and left me there so long I fell asleep.”




Astounded, I looked at the expressions of the partners of my endeavor. Mary Poppins looked mildly pleased, Lady Dawn looked impressed, and Holmes was smiling with a warmth I rarely saw. Only Jane was unhappy.




“You have all the fun,” she declared. “It’s not fair.”




“I tell you, Watson,” Holmes said, brandishing an index finger, “give me half an hour a day with these young ladies in their formative years, and by the time they are of age, I will give the world a pair of the most extraordinary detectives ever seen.”




“Really?” Agatha asked in breathless delight.




“I want to be kidnapped,” Jane muttered. “It’s not fair.”




I suspected that the exasperation I felt at that moment would become a far more frequent companion that it ever had been ere my adoption of these two.




“That is all well and good, Holmes,” I told him, “but we are still trying to determine our course of plan. If we wish to beard the dragon in its den, we must locate the den.”




“My good Watson,” Holmes said, “I know exactly where Schlessinger took young Agatha. Isn’t it obvious?”




“Not to me, it isn’t,” I answered.




“The British Museum,” Lady Dawn supplied. “Probably either a storage room in the basement or an unused office.”




“High, long hallways,” Holmes said. “Four flights of stairs. The smell of dust and the memorabilia of greater and lesser history. Schlessinger is a curator of the British Museum and as he is now the head of the Chinese collection, he must have access to much of the building.”




“That’s really quite brilliant,” Jane said, recovering from her envy.




“Not at all,” Holmes demurred.




I held onto my temper.




“Don’t worry, Father,” Agatha said with great sympathy. “I didn’t guess either.”




I harrumphed and muttered something about people so sharp they could cut themselves and saw Lady Dawn hide a smile.




We tidied our habitat as best we could. Several times I had to remind the girls to leave the cabinets in the room alone, as our hostess had expressly requested us to do. So far as I could tell, the girls were unaware what sort of residence we occupied, and I prefered to keep it that way. God and Mahakali knew what implements were stored there, not I. The girls, of course, only became more and more curious until Mary Poppins raised an eyebrow at them.




“I shouldn’t bother the locks if I were you,” she told them. “Those are Venezuelan biting locks, and they look as though they’ve gone unfed for some time.”




“There’s no such thing as Venezuelan biting locks!” Jane declared.




Yet it was she a minute later who snatched her hand back with a squeal of pain and showed me a finger with a bright red welt across it.




“And will you listen to Mary Poppins from now on?” I asked her after an inspection, washing, and application of one of Lady Dawn’s miraculous sticking bandages.




Agatha looked as if she might expire out of envy over the bandage and attention, if not the bite.




“Thank you for being so sensible, Agatha,” I told her, and in doing so restored the balance of her universe.







At the British Museum, we split into two groups, as Holmes felt Schlessinger might anticipate our foray. He and Lady Dawn entered separately. Lady Dawn took to her boy’s clothes again, changing her demeanor as expertly as one might change a coat. Holmes went in a mild sort of disguise, powdering his hair to make it gray, and applying false eyebrows. I went as I was, father on an outing with his two obstreperous daughters and their nanny. Though they were more than old enough to require a governess, I found myself wishing Mary Poppins could stay with us until the girls were grown.




And then what?




Lady Dawn was quite clear. Before her sister, Slayers lived an average of two years after being called, often not even that long, and in her world, Agatha and Jane had been called at the age of fourteen and were dead by the age of sixteen. Killed in battle. While she could tell me the names of the current and next two Slayers, they were in distant and remote lands—Siam, the Kenai peninsula, and Rhodesia. 




Alas, for all of Holmes’s perspicacity, we were undone before we had reached the first exhibit room. Members of Scotland Yard were waiting for us and, though I did not recognize any of them, they were familiar enough with our descriptions to spot Holmes and I in the entrance hall, though we were entirely separated both by group and distance.




The first I knew of it, a stern man taller than me and heavier by at least two stone put his hand on my arm.




“Doctor Watson, if you would please come with me,” he intoned.




I narrowed my eyes and readied my umbrage as a man mistaken for someone else when I felt another hand on my shoulder and the point of something pressed against my back through my coat.




“No fuss, Doctor, if you please,” the second man said. “There’s my gun in your back, and we’d like to avoid upsetting any of the ladies.”




A glance told me three men had surrounded Holmes with a fourth leaning over Lady Dawn and crowding her against a fifth.




“My name is Rupert Giles,” I told him, stealing one of the many names Lady Dawn had mentioned. “I am here on an outing with my daughters. What is the meaning of this?”




“Very well, Mister Giles,” the second man with me said, completely unaffected by my claim. “We’ve no quarrel with the girls. They may remain with their governess. You, however, will come with us.”




“This is most irregular,” Mary Poppins stated, frowning direly. 




“We can and will take the young ladies into custody as well, Doctor, if you don’t cooperate” the first man told me.




He glanced in a separate direction, and I saw four more men, all of them broad shouldered and beetle browed. They had come prepared for a great deal of trouble, and with a gun at my back, I had no choice whatsoever.




“Miss Poppins, keep the girls with you no matter what,” I told her. “Let no harm come to them.”




“Of course,” she replied.




Agatha and Jane stood on either side of her, each holding a hand, each looking frightened.




“Father?” Jane asked.




“Stay with Mary Poppins,” I told them, as the men began to lead me away. “Follow her instructions no matter what.”




I was escorted to a wagon, a black maria, where Holmes was already seated, chained by wrists and ankles. I was shackled, climbed the step to the cell, and was pushed in the rest of the way.




“Where is—” I stopped at Lady Dawn’s name. “Detective, the young person who was with Mister Holmes, where is he?”




“Remanded to one of the curators. They had some questions for him,” the detective replied, shutting the door.




“What? No!” I protested, but it was too late.




The latch fell home, and with a snap of a whip, the carriage lurched forward.







We were remanded to Newgate, a hellhole and a foul sty where prisoners waited for court hearings at the Old Bailey. Under normal circumstances, I would expect Inspector Lestrade or one of the other, many detectives Holmes had worked with to appear, having seen notice of our arrest and knowing that something had gone terribly awry. We had sent notes from our refuge to both Lestrade and Mycroft Holmes, warning them that the arrest warrants were entirely spurious. My hope for an expeditious release grew dimmer and dimmer as the minutes passing accumulated into hours, and my worry for the girls and Lady Dawn grew.




“Do not speak,” Holmes warned me. “Do not utter a name or a reference to our current situation, no matter the provocation. We know not how far this rot goes or how deeply our friends must dig to find and retrieve us. It would be the simplest thing in the world for a spy to be placed in our confines and so feed our words into the ear of our enemy.”




Holmes descended into the worst brown study I have ever seen him in. Compounding it was the fact that he had no way to resort to his usual methods of contemplation. There was no respite from the noise, the smell, or the overwhelming sense of urgency. Our frontal assault had failed miserably. Schlessinger had anticipated us. If Lady Dawn had fallen into his hands as she had feared, he would have every reason in the world to put the sacrificial necklace of Da Shu Ken around her neck and let the demon tear her limb from limb in its obscene mockery of a wedding night.




There was a series of high windows on the southern wall, and I watched as the shadows lengthened and the quality of the light changed. We had all overslept that morning, due to the lack of sleep the previous night, and we had not reached the British Museum until nearly an hour after noon. The sun set at nearly six p.m. that evening, and the moon rose not quite an hour later. As I paced the confines of our cell and watched the angle of the light change, I felt time slipping through my fingers. 




At least our cellmates stayed out of our way. We were clearly gentlemen, and Holmes’s sharp gaze and my own poorly contained anger made it plain that any attempts to bully or intimidate us would end badly.




“I have miscalculated grievously,” Holmes admitted to me in a bare whisper. “He must have arranged this trap as soon as he knew we had become involved, for there is no other way he could have obtained the service of so many in both the court systems and the constabulary. I have not seen a single man I recognize or even known by reputation. Our old friend may be looking for us, not having heard from us in the expected time, but he would not think to look here.”




“Well, what do you suggest we do now?” I asked him, my patience long exhausted. “Break out?”




His grim countenance and the meaningful look he gave our cell led me to believe he might be considering just that.




“Be sensible!” I declared, my voice just as subdued as his. “No one escapes from this place. They leave by police vehicle, through Old Bailey, or in a pine box.”




It was then that we heard a commotion, as of an army company called into formation and readied to march. The noises came from well outside at first—voices talking and shouting, discussions, people milling about—and then it was muffled by the stone fastness of the prison, only to increase once more as doors much further off were opened. Far off, lamps were lit, and wardens began to call to one another, harried and with the smallest note of panic in my voice. I distinctly recalled the particular sound from my time in the army, when the recruits discovered whatever way they had found to avoid their duties had been uncovered and the sergeant was on his way to inspect the work left undone.




The prison staff and officials were in trouble, and they were scrambling to appease their betters.




Holmes stood and joined me, his face a picture of puzzlement. More lights blossomed in the unseen reaches of the corridor. Voices rose in such a magpie chatter, I could hardly tease out one phrase or person, but I did hear the voices of ladies, many ladies, among the men. What on earth was going on?




“Oh, Watson,” Holmes murmured, a smile breaking out on his face, “I do believe deliverance is at hand.”




The crowd of people was too organized to be called a mob and too disorganized to be a parade. It was like a great tidal bore at the mouth of a river, reversing the current and filling in all the nooks and crannies with inexorable progress. People, dozens of them, men and women, from all walks of life, followed by baffled, horrified, and protesting guards, swamped the aisles, and at the head of them was Mary Poppins, still holding Jane and Agatha’s hands.




“Oh, this won’t do at all!” a man in a checked suit tutted.




“You can’t be here! None of you can be here! This isn’t proper!” a guard protested.




“I’ll tell you what’s not proper, young man,” a gray haired matron harangued him. “Look at the state of this place! Why, the walls aren’t even painted!”




“But it’s a prison!”




I saw a judge, several police officers, a nurse in the uniform of the London Hospital, a brewer, at least two bakers, four green grocers, a naval captain, a group of suffragettes, a banker, three clerks, a student down from Oxford, and—of all things—a Yeoman Warder in full uniform, and that was only momentary glimpses in the seething mass of people filling the place. 




Mary Poppins strode with assurance to our cell, the girls trotting to keep up with her, and Jane putting her hand on her hat to keep from losing it. When she stopped in front of our cell, every man in it got to his feet, and the ones wearing hats removed them.




“Doctor Watson.” She greeted me with a nod. “Mister Holmes. I beg your pardon for the interruption, but I feel very strongly that the girls have been separated from their father for long enough, and as the authorities have not—”




“Madame!” a prison official interrupted, striding up to her. “This is most inappropriate. Visiting hours are over, and you must leave this moment.”




“James Edmunson, be quiet at once,” she snapped at him. “I have had a very trying day, and at least some of the blame can laid at your feet.”




“Cor,” I heard one of the men in our cell whisper, “it’s like my Great Aunt Edna visiting. Right terror, she was, too.”




“As I was saying before I was so rudely interrupted,” Mary Poppins continued, “as the authorities have not seen fit to fulfill their duties, I have taken steps to remedy the matter. I’m afraid it took some time to gather the requisite personages to affect your release.”




“Please do not think for a moment that we are anything less than delighted to see you,” Holmes told her. “No matter the delay.”




“Father,” Agatha said, “we’ve been all sorts of places today. The Tower of London, even!”




“And we’ve talked to the most interesting people,” Jane added. “We met even met a Hindu man!”




“He was a Sikh, Jane,” Mary Poppins corrected her.




“Madame, I insist that you leave at once!” the prison official tried again, his cheeks colored with frustration and embarrassment. “If I must, I will summon a female warden to escort you out.”




A small, terrible part of me wished for just such a thing, if only for the entertainment value.




“I suggest, Mister Edmunson,” Mary Poppins said in a very cold voice, “that you discuss the matter with your mother, first. Mrs. Edmunson?”




A very soft and fragile lady came forward, all wrapped in a shawl, her face like a baked apple.




“Jimmy, what are you doing in this terrible place?” she asked. “You told me you worked in a factory.”




Mister Edmunson looked as though he might expire of apoplexy.




“Master Henry?” Mary Poppins called.




Master Henry was a high court judge in full court dress, and we both recognized him as The Honorable Mr. Justice Henry Fielding. He knew us as well for the many times Holmes had been called to testify in a case before him. Even I had been called as a witness to his court when Holmes had relied on my medical expertise during an investigation.




“Edmunson, release these men at once,” he ordered the poor warden. “The charges brought against them are infamous, and I have voided the warrants.”




“I can’t do that,” Edmunson gaped.




“Oh, do say you will, Jimmy,” his mother pled. 




“But I…”




“There have been some extremely questionable irregularities in this matter, Edmunson,” Fielding told him. “They may have to be investigated. What do you say to that?”




“I…”




Jane stepped forward like a silent shadow and lifted the ring of keys he wore at his belt while he dithered, looking from his mother to the judge and back to his mother. Jane handed the ring off to Agatha, who stepped forward to the cell door, and very quietly began trying keys.




“The fourth one, Miss Agatha,” Holmes murmured.




The fourth one did indeed release us, and when the door swung open, Edmunson threw his hands up in the air.




“That’s it! I’m done. I resign. You can keep this place and every blessed soul in it!” he declared.




“That’s lovely, Jimmy,” his mother told him. “Won’t you come home and have some supper now?”




“Who are all these people?” I asked Mary Poppins.




“Why, some of my former charges,” she answered, completely unruffled. “Most of my work has been in the London area, at least the last century or so. I always know where my charges are, so I contacted a few of them and asked for their assistance.”




“If this does not result in a full scale overhaul of the penitentiary system,” Holmes said, pulling his jacket on, “I will eat my hat.”




“Has the sun set yet?” I asked, donning my own coat.




We made our way through the crowd, the wardens and guards still trying to impose some kind of order on their visitors and failing abysmally. 




“Nearly so,” Mary Poppins replied. “I’m afraid in my work to restore your freedom, I have not managed to ascertain Lady Dawn’s location.”




“We believe Schlessinger has her,” I answered.




Both girls gasped, and Mary Poppins looked quite sober.




“We must save her!” Jane said.




“And so we shall,” Holmes told her. “Come Watson, Jane, Agatha, and Miss Poppins. There’s not a moment to lose.”







Chapter Twelve



The museum was closed by the time we were released. I was familiar with the public areas from previous trips, of course, and Holmes had memorized all the floorplans of what had been the Montagu house before it was donated to the creation of the British Museum. Our difficulty was that the offices and storerooms of the museum were not only extensive and outside the public purview—and hence my knowledge—but those parts of the building were the most likely to have been altered since the floorplans Holmes had committed to memory had been drawn.




Still, we both agreed that greater subterfuge was necessary, perhaps best in the form of a distraction, and that was when I came to realize Holmes’s great wisdom in including my girls in the party. We had just climbed into a carriage large enough to accommodate our party and were thrashing out an improvised plan of attack when enlightenment struck me.




“Jane, Agatha,” I called them to attention.




“Yes, father,” Agatha said as they both looked up.




“We shall require a distraction, near the front of the building,” I told them. “Something that will draw off many of the guards without causing any innocent soul harm or creating undue alarm. Do you think you can manage it?”




The girls exchanged a sly look.




“May we destroy some small amount of property?” Jane asked.




“A minimum only,” I told her. “And you must keep track of it, so that the owners can be recompensed. Anything I deem unnecessary will come out of your allowances.”




“We get an allowance?!” Agatha gasped.




“How much?” Jane asked.




“Girls,” Mary Poppins said in the Platonic ideal of a nanny’s voice.




Jane and Agatha put their heads together, and I heard whispered phrases that would have struck fear in the heart of the most ardent anarchist. 




“What? Like the time with the goldfish bowl?”




“It is raining, so there’s little chance of fire.”




“But we haven’t any custard, let alone five gallons of it.”




“Do you suppose the driver is married?”




“There’s no finding a gorilla at this time of night!”




“It’s a pity we’re nowhere close to Guy Fawkes Day.”




I glanced at my adult compatriots and found Mary Poppins watching the girls with extreme caution. Holmes, for his part, looked like he was watching the most diverting play he’d ever attended. He met my eyes, and his lips twitched upwards.




“By Jove, Watson, setting two vixen in the henhouse? We’ll be lucky if Parliament is standing by the time they’re done.”




“Sedition charges will be the least of my worries,” I agreed.




“And we do have the fireworks we purchased,” Agatha added.




She flipped the hem of her skirt up and began pulling items out of hidden petticoat pockets.




“Where on earth did you get those?” Mary Poppins asked, horrified.




Agatha and Jane looked up, guilty. Agatha had a string of firecrackers in her hand, and I saw several more bulges that implied not just a quantity of fireworks but a breadth of collection that included far more than mere firecrackers.




“Well, when you were talking to the purveyor of penny dreadfuls, we noticed that the gentleman running the fireworks stand was quite distracted,” Jane began.




“And we didn’t think he’d sell them to us,” Agatha continued.




“Girls, did you steal those?” I asked, aghast.




“Oh, no, father!” Agatha assured me. 




“We tallied what we took and left money for it on the counter,” Jane added. “In fact, we overpaid him by four pence, as we ran out of pennies and had to use a half crown.”




Well, it wasn’t quite as bad as I’d feared.




“Where did you get the money?” Mary Poppins asked, her voice frigid with disapproval.




“Oh, we won it at cards, while you were talking to the Bearded Lady and the Strongman,” Jane told her.




“We cheated,” Agatha added, grinning.




I resolved never to be so foolish as to think it was not as bad as I’d feared. Mary Poppins looked like she might resume the aspect of the dark mother, Mahakali.




“Well, they were trying to cheat us,” Jane explained, offended at the memory. “Honestly, who plays cards with a twelve year old girl for money? They were cads and scoundrels.”




“One of them called me ‘honey pie’,” Agatha said, “and he squeezed my knee.”




Mary Poppins took a slow deep breath. “That would explain the high pitched scream I heard while Mesmero the Magnificent explained how to find the Great Zambini.”




“Which was oddly high, as he spoke with a very deep voice,” Jane said.




“Do you know, Holmes,” I murmured to him, “two days ago, I had no cause to wish any man harm, and now I have a list of three I intend to kill with my bare hands.”




“No one ever said fatherhood was easy,” he remarked with little sympathy.







We did not hear or see the entirety of the distraction my girls created in the few short minutes we allotted, but the driver returned with a small limp and happily accepted the five pounds I gave him, tipping his cap to me and laughing under his breath. The itemized accounting I requested from the girls included the fireworks, a pile of sawdust, a potato sack, payments to five vagrants for their thespian talents, two feather pillows, a dressmaker’s dummy, and the lucky find of a barrel of rotten anchovies, and it took them less than twenty minutes to pull it off. The Times ran several articles about it the next day, describing the event in the most conservative tone possible, but I found great joy in the declaration of one of the less respectable papers that “many fear this was but a sortee to test Great Britain’s resolve to resist the incursion of antagonistic sea life. A repeat could well disrupt this center of Western Civilization and engender a disastrous panic towards any salted or preserved fish stores.”




Whatever the long term consequences, the girls accomplished their assigned task with great success. Bystanders and onlookers were drawn from every quarter of the museum, but without the panic that spelled an attempt to divert attention from our entrance. Holmes took us in a roundabout fashion to an entrance reserved for the largest of wagons, where teamsters could unload all number of crates and a crane stood ready to assist with some of the gargantuan remnants of antiquity.




With the museum closed, Schlessinger would have free reign in the private areas—offices, storerooms, and workshops. If he had sway among the guards, which seemed all too likely, he might also have access to any of the exhibitions currently on display. The sun was well set, and by my clock, we had less than twenty minutes before moonrise, when Da Shu Ken began his last night’s reign until the following winter.




“He is a showman,” Holmes said. “He will not hold his ritual in some stuffy storeroom if he can avoid it. He will want the full trappings.”




I agreed, and we went immediately to the second floor, where the Chinese exhibit filled nearly the entire eastern wing. There were no guards beyond the first floor, which led me to believe that Schlessinger had indeed bent the staff to his will. The service stairs allowed us easier access to the rooms, and it was the room closest to the center of the building that held an Oriental altar on a dais with glass cabinets lining the walls to either side. There, at the foot of the altar, sat Lady Dawn, slumped with exhaustion and defeat. Her hands were manacled, and a chain ran from one wrist through a ring on the floor to the other wrist. I saw no signs of struggle nor any that she had tried to free herself.




“Holmes,” I whispered.




“Yes, quite unlike our Miss Summers,” he answered, just as quietly. “It is more than a little suspicious. Take every precaution. I will guard your back.”




Mary Poppins kept the girls close to her as I crossed the space as soundlessly as I could. Lady Dawn did not move until I knelt at her side, and she jerked with fright.




“Watson?” she whispered.




She looked up, and I saw that her face was streaked with tears. 




“Even so, Lady,” I answered. “Hold still, and I will have you free momentarily.”




“No, no,” she pled, her voice a thready whisper in the darkness. “You’ve got to get the girls out of here. You’ve got to run and hide. Take a boat to France. Cross open water. Anything, but don’t stay here.”




“Courage, Lady Dawn,” I told her. 




Her hands were cold, and I just had time to notice when I snatched my hand back, a spike of terror and panic hammering into my heart the very instant I brushed against the manacle.




“God’s teeth!” I swore, feeling as if I’d pulled my hand back from blast furnace.




“They’re spelled,” she whispered. “Schlessinger’s had time to go through a lot of the collections, and he’s found objects of power. I can’t…I can’t touch the manacles. The moon rises in a few minutes, and…”




I heard her voice break.




“Doctor Watson, please,” she whispered. “Please, promise me, if Schlessinger bleeds me, if he takes a knife to me, you have to kill me. Please.”




Horrified, I met her eyes. She was exhausted and shaking with fear, and another tear fell from her lashes as I watched. 




“Lady Dawn,” I started, trying to find some way to convince her that no such thing would happen.




“Please,” she whispered, and her voice cracked again. “He could destroy London, maybe the world, if he knows the right ritual, and I can’t stop him.”




I knew from the days of dust and heat in India, of corpse strewn battlefields and hospitals bursting with dying men, that no facile assurances would assuage whatever fear lay behind her request. 




“I promise,” I told her, praying simultaneously that I would never be called upon to keep my word on the matter.




She wilted with relief, and I returned to the manacles. I had a dark lantern with me, and I turned the cover a handful of degrees, enough to let light fall on the irons around her wrists. There were no locks to pick. Each iron was secured with a simple pin some three inches long. The fact that she hadn’t freed herself spoke to the strength of the enchantment on the manacles. In the dim light, I saw the letters Δείμος inscribed on the metal. Deimos, the Greek god of terror. On the other manacle was the matching Φόβος or Phobos, the god of fear. Little wonder she’d been unable to do anything. I could barely bring myself to touch the things.




I wrapped my muffler around my hand and over the manacle, which finally allowed me to touch the pin with my pen knife and pry it loose. Nausea and the hot prickles of terror raised every hair on my neck. Every scrape of iron against iron threatened to erode my will and send me running away in panic. Finally, I had the first pin freed, and it fell to the floor with a clatter much larger than its size deserved. The shackle fell away from Lady Dawn’s wrist, and she brought it to her chest, cradling it as if it had been burnt.




I dropped my penknife when my skin accidentally brushed the second manacle.




“Dammit!”




Yet, however bad it was for me, Lady Dawn had worn these items for hours, directly against her skin. Little wonder she looked frail and injured.




“Forgive me,” I whispered, fully aware of how offensive my slip of the tongue was.




“Just get it off,” she whispered, almost whimpered, in response.




It took another several moments, and the entire time, my heart raced. I could feel sweat pouring off my brow. Was Schlessinger nearby? Never mind. Holmes had my back. I had the pin out and pulled the second manacle off Lady Dawn’s wrist. She collapsed into my arms, breathing hard and trembling all over.




“Shhhh,” I whispered, holding her. “Shhh, it’s all right. You’re quite safe.”




I heard her hiccup with a laugh.




“Boy, are you a bad liar,” she said.




“Very well,” I answered, “you are safer than you were a moment ago. Is that better?”




She stifled a near hysterical giggle.




“Lady Dawn?” I asked.




“Just…just give me a minute,” she whispered.




She shook all over, and her hands gripped the front of my vest, hard. Her head was tucked against my chest, and I could feel the tickle of a lock of hair against my chin. I stroked her hair back with one hand and held her with the other arm. After a moment, I felt the terrible hours of fear drain from her. She took a shuddering breath, exhaled, took another, and by the time she exhaled a second time, she had recovered herself.




“Need to get this thing off,” she said, reaching up to her neck.




There, her hands closed on an antique necklace—bronze links cunningly worked to resemble seaweed with scattered freshwater pearls and cabochon rubies, dependent from which were three white opals, the center of which held a moving shadow. The Moon of Rats. Schlessinger had put the sacrificial necklace on her. She worked the latch free and pulled the necklace off.




“Can you hold onto it, Doctor Watson?” she asked. “It’ll probably be safer with you than me.”




“Of course,” I answered, taking the necklace and tucking it into my jacket pocket. “Are you well? Can you manage?”




She nodded and then met my gaze for a long moment.




“Thank you,” she said. “Not just for coming back for me or for getting those manacles off. Thank you for…well…”




“It is what any gentleman would do,” I assured her. 




She managed a tremulous smile. “Then I’d say gentlemen are a lot more rare than most people realize.”




I helped her to her feet just as Holmes and Mary Poppins opened their lanterns and filled the room with light. Once he saw that Lady Dawn was free, Holmes began moving through the exhibit, checking every entrance and exit.




“Are you all right?” Jane asked.




“Was it quite terrible?” Agatha followed, looking very worried.




“I’m fine,” Lady Dawn told them, bestowing a believable smile on them. “You should know, your father’s a real hero.”




“Oh, we knew that!” Agatha declared.




I felt an unexpected blush heat my cheeks.




“All the doors out of this exhibit are locked, including the one we entered through,” Holmes said, returning to us. “And there is no picking them. The moon has risen.”




“For better or for worse,” Mary Poppins said, looking around her, “we will be making our stand here.”




“Where is Schlessinger?” I asked Lady Dawn.




“I don’t know,” she said, shaking her head. “Once he put the manacles on me, he left. He didn’t leave anyone here, not even a drunk guy for Da Shu Ken to possess.”




“Do you have your belongings, Lady Dawn?” Holmes asked.




“Yes,” she answered immediately, putting her hand on the strap of her dispatch bag. “He wasn’t interested in it at all.”




“More fool he,” Holmes said. “Will you oblige me with the use of the unicorn horn a second time?”




“Of course.”




She pulled the horn out again, and Holmes accepted it, inspecting the needle fine point, and then thrusting it through his belt, as if it were a rapier. It broke the line of his coat and would have been obvious to any observer, but he seemed unworried by that.




“What now?” Lady Dawn asked.




“He may be saving us for last,” I said. “Hunting the streets of London for easy prey and then returning here for a final death.”




“Something is happening,” Mary Poppins spoke abruptly, looking around with concern. “He is…. oh, dear…“




And for the first time since meeting her the previous day—after shootings, fights, jailbreak, and rains of anchovies—I saw fear cross her expression.




“Mary Poppins?” Agatha asked, tugging on her hand.




Her eyes flickered back and forth, though neither Holmes nor I could see anything out of the ordinary.




“We are…no longer on the same plane that we were,” she said, and licked her lips.




I exchanged a look with Holmes, unsure as to what that meant. Lady Dawn looked very pale and frightened, but remained composed.




“Where are we?” she asked.




“He has moved us to the realm of the lord of dreams,” Mary Poppins replied. “Please, do not name that king, as that would draw his attention to us in a most precipitous manner, and I would rather escape his notice for the time being.”




“Uh…” Lady Dawn made an unladylike noise. “Do you mean to tell me that we’re in the Dreaming, and…you’re already playing hooky? I thought you didn’t start that until…well, later.”




“What’s hooky?” Jane asked.




“Yes to both your questions, Lady Dawn,” Mary Poppins answered. “Though I would appreciate your discretion in the matter.”




A bead of sweat had gathered at her hairline.




“What are the implications?” Holmes asked, cutting to the crux of the matter.




“Our foe can appear as itself here,” Mary Poppins told us, “and while I am also a creature of the Dreaming, I will be hard pressed to do more than protect the girls.”




“Can you keep it from getting to Agatha?” Lady Dawn asked.




Mary Poppins paused and weighed the matter for a moment. “Yes, I believe so. That is the core of my function—the welfare of the children in my care. She is under direct threat from Da Shu Ken. I should also be able to protect Jane. I do not believe I can extend my protection to any of you, and under these circumstances, I am far more vulnerable to harm than I would otherwise be.”




“Mary Poppins,” I told her, “your only task is to see to the welfare of my girls. That is all I ask or expect of you.”




“This place seems no different from what it was only a few moments ago,” Holmes noted.




“Look out the window,” Lady Dawn said, and pointed.




I turned with Holmes to the nearest window and felt my hairs on the back of my neck lift. The view was no longer the construction of the next wing and the parklike grounds of the Montagu House with London in the background. Instead, arid grounds stretched away into the distance, covered by dry grass and rimmed with far off mountains. The moon stood in the eastern sky, full and ringed with ice. Immediately around us were walls of grey stone with the crenelations of a fortress, and many of the roofs had pagoda style lines. I could see dust blow across the plains in waves. 




Far off, I heard footsteps. I could not say which direction they came from, but Holmes heard them as well. One man, wearing leather shoes on a polished stone floor, walking steadily towards us. 




“We’re in the Dreaming,” Lady Dawn said. “It’s exactly what it sounds like. This is where all dreams—and nightmares—come from. You can die here, for real, and you won’t wake up. I’m guessing Schlessinger has picked up a lot of power, but there’s no way he could have sent us here without coming through himself. The good thing is that magic doesn’t work the same way once you’re here. It’s a lot more erratic. Strength of will, intelligence, and perception count for more.”




The footsteps continued to approach, as if through a long hallway. The girls had noticed and looked very worried. Lady Dawn braced herself. 




“I get out of this, I am so writing a paper for my final in Herr Shang’s class,” she muttered.




“Weapons?” I asked Holmes.




“Your revolver will do little good,” Holmes replied. 




I turned to one of the cabinets, which held a selection of pole arms, broke the lock with the butt of my revolver, opened the door, and selected one that was two thirds long, lacquered handle, and one third wide and curving blade. A red silk tassel was tied around the base of the blade and swung with every movement. The blade looked as fresh and sharp as newly forged steel.




From the sound of the footsteps, whoever approached was very nearly upon us.




“Watson,” Holmes called, “you are to protect Lady Dawn at all costs. I will focus on Schlessinger.”




Lady Dawn, I’d noticed, had belted a sword to her waist. It was the one she’d worn two nights—was it really only two nights?—ago. She kept her dispatch bag strapped across her chest. She neither protested nor argued what he said but only swept her blade in a figure eight as a limbering exercise.




Then, he was there. 




The end of the room, the one which let out onto the landing above the great stairs, rippled around him like water disturbed by a thrown pebble. When it settled, it was no longer the wall of elegant doors and display cases but one of stone, with banners and tapestries hung from rafters above. Like an expanding bubble, the change centered on him, and where its surface moved across floor, wall, and objects, they changed from what had been the British Museum to something that must have existed centuries ago in China. The temperature in the room dropped noticeably, and I felt my nostrils prickle with the sudden dryness of the air.




Schlessinger stood in the regalia of what must have been one of the priests of the despised rat god. He wore heavily brocaded silk robes and over that, thick furs, a belt of stiff leather with metal cones hanging from it, a conical hat, and his hair—much longer than it had been two nights previously—lay in braids down his front. He had also grown a long mustache and thin, wispy beard. When Holmes and I later discussed our observations, he noted the dirt under the man’s extended fingernails, the necklace made of human fingers, and a set of crude tattooes at the point between thumb and forefinger and just behind his earlobes. I saw the marks of the use of powdered cocaine—red, weepy eyes, running nose, and nervous agitation—as well as the marks of heavy alcohol and opiate use. His skin had a distinctly yellowish cast. His pupils were much smaller than they should have been, and there was a smear of gummy black filth on the tip of his thumb and the second knuckle of his index finger.




The tome, Tales of the Manchurian North, had described the toll summoning the rat god had taken on its priests. Those who allowed it to possess them were never the same and many of them died, but even the few who had used others as their catspaws and enjoyed the fruits of the rat god’s favor had limited their summoning to one time only. Now, I saw why. 




He was clearly mixing opiates and stimulants to allow him the stamina to complete his work while also dulling his senses to what I could only guess was the violation of direct contact with Da Shu Ken. From the tremor in his hand, I expected he had not slept in nearly a week, and most people—Holmes, excluded—would last no more than three or four days before they collapsed into involuntary sleep. Yet, he smiled with grim pleasure on seeing us.




“I think I preferred you weeping, girl,” he said to Lady Dawn, his strong, cultured voice as mellifluous as ever.




“Yeah, you would, Dick,” she replied, unruffled.




“Your master’s hand is none too gentle,” Holmes said, his eyes narrowing in speculation. “Surrender. Even the hangman’s noose is a better alternative than what awaits you at his convenience.”




“I have no master,” Schlessinger said softly. 




“Right,” Lady Dawn said, her tone shifting to one of mocking disbelief. “Because you’re calling all the shots, aren’t you? Da Shu Ken does what you want, and not the other way around. I’m sure he didn’t suggest any of this in a dream.”




I saw what they were doing. As Schlessinger had tried to enrage me with the accusation of sedition, Holmes and Lady Dawn were playing off his swollen pride.




“This is my world,” Schlessinger spat. “I rule here.”




“That,” Mary Poppins spoke for the first time, “is a very dangerous claim to make.”




“Father,” one of the girls whispered. “The wall.”




I glanced over at the far wall and felt my whole body tense. The shadow there was not cast by any light source. It scurried across the stones of the wall—far too large for any living rat—and then halted, motionless when my eyes focused on it. Dismissing Schlessinger, I turned to face it.




“Jane, Agatha,” Mary Poppin said, “get behind me.”




Lady Dawn came up beside me.




“Mary Poppins,” she said in a soft voice, “can it be killed here?”




“Perhaps by the lord of the Dreaming,” she said, “but not by you or me.”




“Can we drive it off?” I asked, feeling my collar dampen with sweat.




“We can hold it off for a time,” she said. “Perhaps long enough for its power to wane with the setting of the moon and the rising of the sun.”




“That’s nearly twelve hours from now,” I said.




“I did not say it would be easy,” she replied. “Lady Dawn, do you know the name of whom I spoke earlier?”




“I do,” Lady Dawn answered.




The shadow grew thicker and took on breadth as well as length and height. It moved to a corner and waited, watching us.




“Should it come to pass that we cannot hold the rat god off,” Mary Poppins told her, “speak his name clearly. There is a very good chance that he will hear and appear. He dislikes untoward behavior in his domain. I will not be able to resist his will, and his sympathies are often capricious and inflexible, but he will not break his given word, and he abides by the old laws.”




Lady Dawn nodded. “Got it. Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”




Unsure what they had agreed upon, but aware that there was now at least one alternative to all of us dying, I kept my silence and tracked the creature that stalked us. When it turned towards Lady Dawn and began a charge, I stepped in, wielding the blade of the polearm in a downward slash that very nearly caught the thing and chipped the floor where it struck. The sound of the strike rang out like the first bell in a carillon. The rat god recoiled, skittering across the floor for a further shadowy corner and then watching in absolute, silent stillness. 




I knew then that I hated that thing. I hated the filthy stench of it. I hated the scurrying movements and long, watchful pauses. I hated the way it folded its paws and hunched over, like a miser counting coins. I hated what it was—a disease carrier, a despoiler, a plague. I hated it for the horrifying violence it inflicted on innocent girls and harmless old women. I hated its need for blood and terror. More than anything, I hated that it had taken the memory of my wife and fouled it, as if I had opened a drawer of her treasured possessions and found rats nesting in them and droppings everywhere.




I felt that rage and fury build in me, and I let it fuel my strength. I let it wash away the memories of pain, fear, and disgust at waking to find them chewing on my fingers while I slept. When it tried to race past me, I struck at it again, and while it moved faster than I could follow, I caught something under my blade, felt the resistance of it as I slashed through, and it retreated a second time, hissing.




The battle joined with quarter neither asked nor given.







Chapter Thirteen



Da Shu Ken was crafty, unbelievably fast, and vicious. It began to pull the shadows towards it, until there was no telling where it ended and the normal darkness began. The first time it made it past my guard, it had drawn me into a lunge that overextended my balance, as I twisted to regain my footing, it leapt for my face. The weight of it, heavier than a man though only the size of a dog, toppled me. 




I brought my weapon up only for it to sever the handle in one terrible bite, leaving me to hold it off with my bare hands. I grabbed at the fur around its neck and felt the crushing blow of its own raging hatred—hatred of that which stood between it and what it was promised, of daylight, of cleanliness, of strength and honor. It was a thousand times worse than when the possessed dockhand had attacked me, for there was no human body to buffer its twisted insanity.




Before it could claw its way to my throat, Lady Dawn lunged in with her sword, like a silent flash of lightning, driving it off. I got my feet under me and stood, shaking all over and worse for the wear. It retreated, still hissing. From the shadow it chose, all I could see were its red glowing eyes.




“Father!” one of the girls called.




I turned towards them, and Agatha tossed a fresh polearm, taken from a display of two crossed arms on the wall, to me. I caught it, aware that blood from the injuries on my hand would make the staff difficult to hold. 




“Lady,” I asked, “do you have any more of those examination gloves?”




“Coming up,” she answered.




She pushed a pair of those strange purple gloves into my hands, and keeping my eyes on the enemy, ready for it to spring at any time, I carefully pulled first one, and then the other glove on. They were a tight fit, made easier by the powder within, but I soon felt the powder gum with blood. The grip they gave me on the polearm felt unbreakable.




As I watched Da Shu Ken, I could hear it breathing. It had grown larger, to the point that I could not credit it being contained by the shadow it hid in.




“Where is Holmes?” I whispered.




“He’s facing off with Sclessinger,” Lady Dawn answered.




“Do not distract him,” Mary Poppins said. “His fight is just as vit—”




The eyes winked out, and I heard the scrabble of its claws from the opposite direction as it launched itself at Mary Poppins. It landed on her back and brought her down, like a lion bringing down a gazelle. Both girls screamed, but as Mary Poppins fell, she twisted, snagged the demon by its neck, and ripped it away from her. Her fall turned into a strange somersault, and she used the foe in her grasp as a kind of counterweight, allowing her to pivot far more sharply than she otherwise could have. She was on her feet, got her other hand on the thing, and began to tear it apart with her bare hands. 




It screamed and evaporated like a puff of smoke, leaving her empty handed.




“So, I guess it can teleport,” Lady Dawn said. 




“Mary Poppins!” Jane cried.




Mary Poppins pressed her hand to the side of her throat, and I saw a terrible wound there, gushing blood. It must have bitten her. With teeth like a mason’s chisel, it could have severed her spine, her jugular, or her carotid artery. She grimaced, pressed the spot for a moment, and then shook her head. When she took her hand away, the blood was gone, as was the wound. 




“I am all right, girls,” she told them. “Please do not fear for me. In this place, under these circumstances, our enemy can only wound me momentarily. It would take something far more powerful than it to kill me.”




Then I heard her mutter.




“All that time to find a blouse with a properly flattering collar, and now it’s quite ruined. I will have to see to my wardrobe after this.”




“Where is it?” I demanded, turning in a slow circle and trying to spot it. 




The light in the room had grown dimmer until the best of it was provided by the moon and our lanterns. The shadows stretching across floor, wall, and ceiling grew impenetrable. 




“If he can’t kill you,” Lady Dawn asked, “then why are you worried about having to call the landlord?”




“He cannot kill me,” Mary Poppins said, “but technically, he could incapacitate me for some time, long enough to reach the girls.”




“But he won’t, will he?” Jane asked, frightened.




“No, of course not,” Mary Poppins told her.




Even I could tell that she was prevaricating. 




“I don’t see it,” Lady Dawn whispered to me. “Do you?”




“No,” I answered.




I felt other injuries make themselves known. The middle of my back, my left shoulder, and my right elbow all stung. There were rents in my jacket where its claws had torn through. But there was no sign of Da Shu Ken.




“Among the three of us,” Mary Poppins said, “we may have injured it. Doctor Watson, what time is it?”




“What ti—” I admit I gaped at her a bit. “It’s no more than ten minutes later from when I first released Lady Dawn. It’s little use as—”




“Forgive my interruption, Doctor,” she said, overriding my answer, “but please check your watch.”




Suspicious and ill at ease with taking my eyes off the chamber around us long enough to check the time, I fished in my vest pocket for my watch with my left hand, opened it, and glanced. Then I started to look away and immediately looked back. It wasn’t possible.




“What?” Lady Dawn asked, keeping as close an eye on the walls as I was.




“It’s nearly ten o’clock,” I said. “It’s not possible.”




“We are in the Dreaming,” Mary Poppins reminded me, “nearly anything is possible, and that is what Mister Holmes understands.”




I looked over at him, where he stood in front of Schlessinger. Schlessinger had raised a fist to him, and Holmes had caught the wrist in his hand. He held the man immobile, and both of them stood, taut with stress, eyes locked. Holmes had the beginnings of a smile at his mouth.




“Son of a—” Lady Dawn started and then caught herself. “He’s in a battle of wills with Schlessinger. It’s Schlessinger’s dream, but Holmes is making the night run faster.”




I looked out the window at the moon, suddenly aware that it was far higher in the sky and farther along its path than it had been. In another few minutes, it would pass the frame of the window, and we would lose its light.




“Kill him!” I heard Schlessinger order. “Kill him!”




Yet nothing lunged from the shadows at Holmes.




“You will mend your ways ere this night is through,” Holmes told him calmly.




“It must have what it was promised,” I said, realizing Schlessinger’s folly. “It won’t follow any order of his until it does.”




“Exactly,” Mary Poppins answered.




And I heard its claws on stone again, only this time, it could not be counted as skittering, but as a clatter. It was again larger.




The room, too, I saw, was larger. Perhaps that was Schlessinger’s doing. Perhaps it was just the nature of the dream world we inhabited. The walls were further away, and there was no cover where we stood. The smell of dust and rats was suffocatingly strong, and the sound of the wind keening outside grew loud. When it stepped towards us, little more than a ripple in the darkness that surrounded us, it was nearly as large a tiger. I clenched my jaw and brought my weapon to bear. It seemed a pitiful thing in comparison.




It crept around us, mistrusting the light and trying to stay outside of our sight. 




“It could take all of us in one rush,” Lady Dawn said, watching it. “Why doesn’t it?”




“It is as it ever was,” Mary Poppins said. “It is still a rat. It perceives things as a rat, and it reacts as a rat. It will not do what a rat does not.”




“And Schlessinger cannot master it,” I added.




“Indeed.”




It went for Lady Dawn again, choosing her over Agatha, I surmise, because she was of an age to be married and more tempting than a little girl. I drove in, madly stabbing and cutting at it, wishing I had some training with the weapon in my hands, because I knew I was not using it to its full potential. I deflected its attack onto myself, and the rat god stood on its haunches, taller than me, its mouth agape and its eyes lit with red hatred. It fell on me as I slashed and cut at it, and again, Lady Dawn was at my side, darting in and out, her sword stinging it.




“For the love of God, fall back!” I ordered her. “I will not see you fall under its claws to save me.”




“Yeah, well, I’m not going to let it chomp my new friend,” she yelled back at me, “and if you die, I’m next, and then neither of us can protect Agatha.”




Furious that I had no answer to her cold logic, I pressed my attack until the rat god broke off and ran faster than a horse at gallop. The moment it had a clear line at the girls, it lunged in again. This time, neither of them screamed. They had taken up the broken polearm—Jane with the handle and Agatha with the blade—and faced it like soldiers thrown into their first battle. Before it could reach them, Mary Poppins whirled so fast I could see no particular detail of her until a hand holding a hatpin flashed out, and a spatter of inky black blood cut an arc in the night air. The rat god screamed again and laid its claws on her, but it was now blind in one eye. The blur that was Mary Poppins turned and I saw the flash of another hand, straight and stiff, directly at its spine, and I heard the distinct crack of bone breaking.




It vanished again, leaving nothing more than a trace of dark smoke. Mary Poppins fell to her hands and knees, the front of her blouse crimson. I stepped towards her.




“No,” she cried hoarsely. 




Lady Dawn put her hand on my arm, and when I looked at her, swallowed and shook her head. The order was plain, let Mary Poppins be, no matter how badly she was injured.




“Father?” Jane cried.




“Stay with me for the moment,” I told them.




Jane and Agatha ran to me, and Lady Dawn took the side opposite of me, so there was no easy way to them. Mary Poppins gasped twice—horrible, wet, rattling sounds that would have told me with a mortal patient, his lungs had been breached, and he would die in only moments. On her third breath, though, it sounded more like someone with a bad case of pneumonia. Each subsequent breath came easier and clearer. 




Scanning the area around us, I felt the tension in my muscles tighten they were being wound by a ratchet. I checked my watch again. Dear God, after two a.m. The moon would set in a little over five hours, and we had already passed eight hours in only a few minutes. Da Shu Ken had to be wounded badly enough to give us more time.




I turned to see how Holmes fared and saw that he now held Schlessinger off with both hands, and that Schlessinger had pulled a long knife from his belt and was working with all his strength to bring it down on Holmes. Then, my friend of so many years did what he always did. He astonished me yet again. He dropped Schlessinger’s off hand, reached across his body, and pulled the unicorn’s horn from his belt. Before Schlessinger could react, Holmes pulled back and thrust it through his chest, dead center, like a saber. Schlessinger’s gasp was cut short, and he stared down at the weapon protruding from his chest, eyes bugging. The knife fell with a clatter to the floor, and his mouth worked without pronouncing any words. Holmes braced his hand against Schlessinger’s chest and brutally pulled the unicorn’s horn free. Schlessinger fell to his knees. 




He stared up at Holmes.




“I did warn you,” Holmes told him. “I gave you every chance.”




“No,” Schlessinger whispered.




There was no mark of injury on his chest. No blood. Only a tear in the cloth of his shirt.




“No, please,” Schlessinger begged him. “For the love of God, no.”




“What—” I began.




“Oh, wow,” Lady Dawn breathed. “Oh, geez, I didn’t think even Holmes could be that cold.”




Schlessinger screamed at the top of his lungs, an endless no that rang round the room and must have been heard in every corner of the world of the Dreaming. He screamed and tore at his hair, sobbing like a soul cursed with eternal damnation.




“But…” I began again.




“Mister Holmes has healed Schlessinger,” Mary Poppins noted, coming up to us.




I looked over at her, saw that she was calmly holding the shreds of her blouse together and averted my eyes. Without another word, I stripped my jacket off and offered it to her. After a moment, she cleared her throat.




“You may look, Doctor Watson,” she told me. “I am decent.”




I tore my gaze from the torment of Schlessinger and Holmes’s still figure standing over him and looked back at Mary Poppins. Schlessinger continued screaming, begging for forgiveness and then for the mercy of death.




“What do you mean ‘healed him’?” I asked. “He sounds as if he were in agony.”




“A unicorn’s horn does not heal only physical injuries,” Mary Poppins said. “It also heals disease and injuries of the mind and the heart, perhaps even the soul.”




“Holmes just hit him with an instant conscience,” Lady Dawn said. “He’s killed at least a dozen people, probably closer to two dozen. Several of them were little girls. He saw them torn limb from limb. And now, he knows what he did was wrong.”




I watched as Schlessinger reached for Holmes’s pants leg, begging and weeping for forgiveness. Holmes stepped back, his face blank.




Horrified by the cruelest justice I have ever seen, I almost pitied Schlessinger. Then, my heart hardened. I thought of all the murder victims Lady Dawn had uncovered. I thought of the old woman who had died in my care after her throat had been torn out by a demon-ridden man, and that same man who had died upon Lady Dawn’s sword. I thought of the four drunks used by Da Shu Ken’s whispers and the second son of an earl, driven mad by the weight of its evil. I thought of the tears slipping down Lady Dawn’s face as she begged me to flee and pleaded with me to kill her if it came to that, and I thought of the fear on my girls’ faces when they saw the rat god and knew what it would do to them if it could.




By god, I thought, let him suffer. Let him scream. He would find no mercy from me.




Then, I heard the rat god returning. It crept from the shadow behind us, as if it could sneak in and take Agatha or Lady Dawn while we all stared at Schlessinger’s fate. I turned, pushing both girls behind me, ready to kill it or die in the trying. Mary Poppins took a deep breath, steeling herself for the next exchange of blows, and Lady Dawn closed ranks with us. Schlessinger’s pleas cut off as he saw what he had summoned and given power to. He must have known what it would do the moment it reached the girl or the woman he had promised it.




I heard the scrabble of feet as he lunged and raced towards us. As Da Shu Ken again reared to strike—this time as large as a grizzly bear and nearly twice as tall as me—he ran past me and threw himself on it. Lady Dawn gasped in horror.




“Girls, hide your eyes,” I ordered, stepping back and shielding them from the sight.




Mary Poppins stepped between us while I turned back towards my girls. They buried their heads against my chest, and I held them against me. I wished I could block out the sounds of it, because Schlessinger chose neither an instant nor a painless death. His first scream was cut off, but that did not stop the thrashing, the gurgling, or the terrible sounds of flesh being ripped asunder. Holmes joined us, his face composed, but the muscles of his jaw flicking in and out as he clenched it.




“It is almost done,” he whispered.




Lady Dawn made a tiny noise of gagging, even though she, too, had looked away.




Then, perhaps because it was no longer under any leash held by Schlessinger or perhaps his death gave it some extra cunning or perhaps for some other reason never to be known, when it struck again, it ran away from Mary Poppins, disappeared, and when it reappeared, it was upon us, falling upon the girls and me like the Tower of London collapsing.




There was no time to scream. I pinned the girls beneath me and tried to bring my polearm to bear, feeling its claws pierce my shirt and flesh, knowing I had no leverage. My friends were the saving of me. Lady Dawn sprang into attack, driving at its remaining good eye as Mary Poppins reached in and grabbed its jaws with her bare hands, forcing them open and pushing it back. Holmes, too, laid into it with the unicorn’s horn, glowing a brilliant white in the darkness that fell over us.




It vanished again, leaving the girls whimpering with pain and fear. I could barely push my weight up on my arms, and when I managed to get to my knees, I felt a terrible dizziness. Lady Dawn knelt beside me, and pushed me back so I could sit up properly. A wash of shaking cold passed through me.




“Those claws were as long as daggers,” someone said. “He’s very badly wounded.”




“Jane,” I called. “Agatha.”




“We’re here, Father,” one of them said.




I opened my eyes, and saw them kneeling before me, crying.




“You mustn’t die, you know,” Agatha said. “You’re the only father we’ve ever had, and you still owe me a dog.”




“Of course,” I managed. “I will not leave you. I promise.”




I felt a hand against my back and a sudden stab of pain.




“That won’t work, Holmes,” someone said, sounding scared and angry at the same time. “You can’t heal them one by one. There’s no time.”




“Then what do you suggest?” Holmes demanded.




His voice was rough with emotion, but I could not identify what.




“Hit him!” the other ordered. “As hard as you can.”




That seemed like an unkind thing to do when all I wanted was to rest. I realized my head was nodding, and the girls had started crying again.




“You mustn’t cr—”




The blow that struck me across the back was so strong, my eyes flew open and all the air was driven from my lungs. Then another, then another, each one leaving me breathless with pain. The only comparable memory I possessed was from when I was nine years old and my father had caught me stealing a shilling from the church’s tithing basket. It had been to buy my mother some treat to cheer her in her declining health, but that had no meaning to my father. He had switched me from shoulders to heels until I was purple with bruises.




When the rain of blows ended and I could draw breath again, I found that all my senses were restored. The dizziness ebbed away, and my strength returned.




“Watson, tell me you are all right,” Holmes begged me.




“I’m fine, old man,” I managed, taking a deep breath and feeling not the slightest twinge of pain, “though that was rather rough treatment, if I may say.”




“Rather rough tr—” he began, amazed.




And then he laughed. He laughed with joy and relief.




“Lady Dawn, I would not have credited it,” he told her. “This tool is as much a blunt instrument as it is a scalpel.”




I looked up from my girls’ hair, where they had burrowed against my chest and clung like limpets, to see Lady Dawn watching me with the same measure of relief. Even Mary Poppins looked like she was shaken by it.




“What?” I asked. 




“Maybe later,” she said. “Can you stand?”




“Certainly.”




I had to pry my daughters off of me before I could do so, and they reattached themselves as soon as I was on my feet, but stand I could and did. Once there, I stared at our surroundings. We were no longer in a room of any kind, either fortress or museum. Instead, we stood on a frozen plain, surrounded for countless miles by scrubby grasslands. The moon stood out, a full silver circle ringed with an icy halo, near the western horizon, and. I could see the first lightening of the sky to the east. Dawn was not so very far off.




“What happened?” I asked.




“I believe the previous setting was an artifact of Schlessinger’s spell,” Holmes told me. “Now that he is dead, those environs melted away like summer dew.”




“We are in the rat god’s home,” Mary Poppins said. “Or rather, an approximation of it in the Dreaming.”




“Will he attack again?” Lady Dawn asked.




“If there is time,” Mary Poppins replied. “We did injure him rather badly. Do you know, I don’t think anyone has ever thought to use a unicorn horn against him.”




“I doubt anyone had one at hand when they had to deal with Da Shu Ken,” Holmes noted drily.




“Okay,” Lady Dawn said. “So…what now? He’s been bigger every time he attacked. If he does come back, he can kill us by stepping on us. And, oh, yeah, now that Schlessinger’s dead, how do we get home?”




“Well, now that we are no longer in Schlessinger’s power, in the Dreaming,” Mary Poppins said, “I may be able to call on some allies.”




No sooner had she said that, than I heard far off a sound I’d only ever known of as an abstract, yet I recognized it immediately. The roar of a lion. It began as a low rumble and then grew into a reverberating declaration. It peaked and then dwindled down to a kind of gargantuan grumbling before subsiding. As it ended, another took it up. They were terrifyingly close.




“Father, look!” Agatha said, tugging at my sleeve.




I looked down at her and was horrified to see a deep gash down her cheek. It was clotted with blood.




“Agatha, you’re hurt!”




She looked at me, puzzled. 




“What, the scratch?” she asked. “It’s nothing, though Lady Dawn thinks it might leave a scar.”




“Oooh, you have all the luck,” Jane complained bitterly.




“Only look!” Agatha repeated, pointing out into the endless grass around us.




I looked and felt every nerve in my body instantly fire when I saw a pair of glowing eyes staring back at me. My tension lessened only a little when I realized it was not the rat god. The eyes glowed a silvery yellow, not red. Then, from a patch of earth I had thought couldn’t hide an apple, a lioness stood and sauntered towards us. Several others joined her.




“Are these your allies?” Lady Dawn asked Mary Poppins, a tremor of fear in her voice.




“They are indeed,” Mary Poppins answered, her voice warm with welcome. “Commander, it is good to see you.”




“And you as well, Mary Poppins,” the lioness answered. “I recognize your friends from the other day.”




“Oh, are you Commander Fluffybritches?” Agatha asked, delighted.




“I am, child,” the lioness said, inclining her head briefly.




There were five of them, as tall at their shoulders as my waist, lean and muscular, and heavy with strength.




“I beg your pardon,” I said, “but…the Commander Fluffybritches I am familiar with is a cat.”




“All cats are lions,” the commander informed me, her voice rich with humor. “And all lions are cats. I must say, Doctor Watson, I was disappointed by the lack of anchovies and cream we were promised this morning.”




I felt my face flush with embarrassment. 




“I beg your pardon, Commander,” I stammered. “We were unavoidably delayed and detained the entire day. I hope you will afford me the chance to make it up to you.”




“You have been occupied protecting your cubs,” she replied. “I find that to be not only an acceptable but a laudable reason for the delay. I trust you will repay your debt as soon as you are able.”




“Thank you for your kindness,” I said, feeling a great deal more relief than I expected.




All five of the lionesses paced around us. The commander, clearly the leader of the pride, stropped Mary Poppins’s skirts several times, nearly knocking her over.




“You are fortunate so many of us are asleep at this moment,” she told Mary Poppins. “This time of the night, I am usually hunting. The excellent prey of the last two days gave me a chance to enjoy some extra relaxation.”




One of the lionesses laid down near Holmes and began to clean her paw. She extended claws, each easily as long and thick as my thumb.




“Will you help us?” Mary Poppins asked her.




“You are my friend, Mary Poppins,” the commander answered, “and you were a most excellent nanny for my cubs when they were young. I have soft spot in my heart for the other cubs in your charge. Yes, we will help you.”




The lionesses took up position around us, and we all looked around, wondering if sunrise would come before Da Shu Ken, or if the rat god would return before the sun. And if we survived, what then? This may have been the land of dreams—which I was completely convinced of, considering the company we currently kept and the gracious conversation thereof—but we were not dreaming and would not wake from this. How did we return to our own world.




Lady Dawn looked just as worried as me.




“So all cats are lions, and all lions are cats,” she murmured to herself, as if memorizing facts for an exam. “And Chinese temples and palaces all had guardian lions, so maybe there’s some protective element against the rat god.”




“It comes,” one of Commander Fluffybritches’s lieutenants announced.




It did, indeed, come, an inky black cloud that flowed out of the darkness of the western sky and coalesced into a terrible form, barely visible against the starry sky. The smell of it, the oppressive reek of its hatred was pervasive and unavoidable. It hunched, watching silently, hungrily, biding its time, and when it struck, it was terrifyingly fast. It flowed like water, reformed, and struck first for Lady Dawn. I stepped in front of her, swinging my pole arm as hard and fast as I could. It broke across me like a wave, severing itself around the blade of my weapon and rejoining on the other side. Holmes joined me, and I saw the unicorn horn flash in his grip as he drove in for a thrust. His attempt was more successful than mine.




The lionesses bounded forward, loosely circling it, and then launching their own attack. One harried its back while another struck the flank. A third ducked to claw at its belly, and the fourth jumped to its neck and bit down. The commander slashed at its face with her deadly claws and forced it back. It twisted and shrieked with pain, tore the fourth lioness from its neck, and she disappeared, woken, it would seem from its dream of combat. The other four worked in tandem to force it back, away from Lady Dawn and Agatha. It crouched, at bay, while the four of them tormented it.




I glanced behind me at the eastern sky and saw the warm colors of sunrise just beginning to spread. Another few minutes, and we would be safe.




Da Shu Ken screamed in pain and fury, and it thrashed at its attackers.




“That is enough.”




A quiet voice spoke those words, and the remaining lionesses vanished. We were left, the six of us, standing less than twenty yards away from the horror intent on killing first Lady Dawn, then Agatha, and almost assuredly the rest of us. Da Shu Ken rose from its crouch, turning its head in consideration of us and folding its paws.




“Oh, dear,” Mary Poppins whispered.




A figure appeared before us, a man in formal attire, tall, slender, and remarkably pale. His eyes were…not the blackness of Da Shu Ken, but as starry as what remained of the night sky above us. Impossibly, though I was several yards away from him, I could see stars and nebulae in his eyes, spinning into the depths of infinity.




Da Shu Ken put one paw down, moving stealthily towards us, and the man turned his head towards the rat god. There was a moment of silence, and the rat god pulled his paw back and resumed his watchful waiting.




“Mary Poppins,” he said. “You will introduce your companions.”




Mary Poppins curtsied so deeply, her nose nearly touched the ground. It was the kind of obeisance not even Her Majesty required any longer, the older style of formal respect.




“My lord,” she said softly, “I have the honor of introducing Lady Dawn Summers of the Order of the Blue Rose, Doctor John Watson, Mister Sherlock Holmes, and Misses Agatha and Jane Smythe, two potentials of the line of the Vampire Slayer.”




Now I remembered Lady Dawn’s words in Mycroft Holmes’s office. Mary Poppins was a creature of Oneiros, and Oneiros was the Greek name of the god of dreams. We stood before the lord of the Dreaming.




“Only dreamers may enter the Dreaming without my express permission,” Oneiros said. “Though you have been remiss through your long absence.”




“My lord, my companions did not come here willingly,” she told him. “They were brought here against their will by the man Schlessinger.”




“Yes,” he agreed. “I’m aware of his transgressions. It’s why I allowed Da Shu Ken to claim him.”




I thought of the sounds of his death and considered calling what had happened to be the assertion of a claim to be the most remote and watery euphemism I had ever encountered.




“With your permission, my lord,” Mary Poppins said, “my companions wish only to withdraw from your realm and return only as proper and appropriate.”




“Under normal circumstances, I would grant their wish,” he told her, “but Da Shu Ken has petitioned me regarding the matter of his summoning and what has been consecrated to him.”




Mary Poppins went visibly pale. 




“My lord, I cannot allow harm to come to one of my charges. You know my nature.”




“I know your nature all too well,” he agreed. “Yet, Da Shu Ken is bound by the same ancient laws that bind you and your progenitrix. He was summoned. The necklace he is bound to was placed around the neck of Agatha Smythe as well as Lady Dawn Summers. Therefore, he is owed their lives. This was done before you were employed on behalf of Agatha Smythe. Neither can you claim Lady Dawn as your charge.”




“Father,” Agatha said, looking up at me.




“Shhh,” I whispered. “We must hear it all before we will know what to do.”




“Da Shu Ken may be allowed access to the Dreaming,” Mary Poppins protested, “but he is not your subject, and the ritual took place outside of your realm. You are not obliged to honor it. Not for either.”




Holmes raised his hand, and Oneiros nodded.




“With your permission, sir,” Holmes said in a deferential voice, “while I am unfamiliar with the ancient laws, I freely admit that Da Shu Ken is bound by them. However, neither Lady Dawn nor Miss Agatha are. They were subject to the ritual without their consent. In fact, they were in full protest against it. The laws to which they are bound state that every person has the right to life and limb unless they are judged guilty of a crime meriting the deprivation of that life. Neither has committed any such crime. Da Shu Ken has no right to them.”




“You misunderstand,” Oneiros told him. “We do not discuss matters of legality, but of custom older than your species. I am not conducting a judicial hearing. I am determining the outcome of an equation. The ancient laws governing this matter are not a description of civil and criminal legislation but of cause and effect. I can no more change the outcome of this matter than Newton could change the outcome of the Law of Gravity.”




I felt a chill settle on my heart. This creature before me, puissant though he was, was even more heartless than Schlessinger. Schlessinger may have been evil, but he had been driven by human passions. This man, this Lord of the Dreaming, was no more human than a glacier.




“Doctor John Watson,” Oneiros said, “do you wish to add an argument.”




“Not an argument, no,” I said, stiffly, “but I will make a statement, with your permission.”




Oneiros inclined his head. 




“Agatha Smythe and her sister, Jane, are my daughters,” I told him. “I swore an oath by God, Queen, and country, to raise and protect them, and you, sir, are playing with their lives like they were mere chips in a hand of cards. Damn you, sir. Damn you for a callous, heartless monster if the life of an innocent girl means so little to you. I will oppose you, and I will stand between my daughter and that abomination you treat as equal to us, and by my right as a father, I will see your petty decision undone. By God, I will.”




Silence fell over our party. Da Shu Ken continued to watch us, motionless and mindless with hunger. Holmes raised both eyebrows nearly to his hairline. Mary Poppins stared at me, speechless with shock. Lady Dawn, however, was grinning. Oneiros considered me for a moment and then gave the tiniest shrug.




“Da Shu Ken, I recognize your right to claim Lady Dawn Summers and Miss Agatha Smythe,” he said.




I pushed the girls behind me and brought my polearm up. Holmes lifted his weapon, and Mary Poppins squared her shoulders.




“No!” Agatha cried. “Take me! Don’t let anyone else be hurt!”




“No!” Jane screamed. “You must take me! Leave her alone!”




“Be silent!” I roared at them.




They subsided into sniffles and tears.




“You,” Oneiros pointed at Agatha, “are not the girl in question. She is.”




He pointed at Jane.




“What?” I asked, confounded.




“Oh, girls,” Mary Poppins groaned. “Not again.”




“What is going on?” I asked.




“We swapped while we were out making the diversion,” one of them admitted.




“We thought it might help if Da Shu Ken couldn’t tell which one of us was Agatha,” the other added.




Both of them looked up at me with tear streaked faces.




“Girls, I know you are twins,” I said, “but Agatha has a chipped tooth, remember? You told me so yourself. I’ve been able to tell you apart since then.”




They both started crying. 




“It’s just a bit of bootblacking,” Agatha said.




She pulled her lip back with a finger and scrubbed at the tooth in question. The point where her tooth had been chipped smeared, revealing a whole tooth underneath.




“Jane?!” I gasped. “But…”




I turned to Agatha, who was crying just as hard. She pushed against something with her finger and removed a bit of hardened plaster that had been secured to her tooth.




“Please, Father,” she sobbed, “don’t let Da Shu Ken get me. Please don’t let it kill me.”




“I will not let anything happen to you,” I promised her. “I will die first, I promise you.”




“I don’t think it’s going to come to that,” Lady Dawn said. “With your permission, Lord Oneiros?”




He nodded, looking a little irritated at all the fuss.




“I’m a key,” she said. 




“I beg your pardon?” he asked, clearly surprised.




“What?” Mary Poppins blurted.




“I am,” she confirmed. “I was given human form a little over four years ago from my point of view by a bunch of monks in order to hide me from a hell goddess by the name Glorificus. But, I’m still a Key. There’s no ‘not being a Key’ for me. So, if you allow Da Shu Ken to kill me, you’re basically saying you’re cool with a Key being murdered on your watch, in your domain.”




“I…see,” he said.




“I mean, there’s got to be something in the ancient laws that covers keys,” she continued. “Also, Agatha is a potential Slayer. In fact, unless things are wildly different from my home reality, she and Jane will become the first pair of Vampire Slayers ever called at the same time. Twins are iffy business. Pretty sure the ancient laws address that as well. And let’s not even mention the fact that if you let the rat god snack on one of the Slayers in the Dreaming, not only are you seriously messing with the fact that the Slayers are bound to the Dreaming through their prophetic powers, but you’re also going to seriously piss off Lilith. You know, the very first woman, the one who walked out on Adam, their Creator, and the Garden of Eden, the one who created the Slayer line in the first place and considers herself the grandmother of all the Slayers. I’ve met her, by the way. Pretty awesome in a kind of terrifying way.”




She glanced over at me. 




“And then there’s the matter of Doctor Watson,” she said. “Now, there’s ancient laws, and then there’s ancient laws, and I think driving a father to sacrifice his own life to protect his daughter is pretty much carved in stone as being one of the top ten violations of the most ancient laws out there.”




She gave Oneiros a very considering look. 




“But, hey, you’re the guy who had to solve for X,” she added. “And the one who’ll have to answer to the Powers That Be if you get it wrong.”




I glanced at Holmes, who looked bemused, and then at Mary Poppins, who looked terrified. The girls still clung to me.




“Jane, Agatha,” I murmured, “could you please ease up. I’m having trouble breathing.”




“Sorry, Father,” they both said, muffled, and stopped hugging me quite so hard.




Oneiros considered the matter silently for several minutes. Da Shu Ken crept over to him. Even the way it moved made me shudder with disgust. The rat god had some manner of conference with the Lord of the Dreaming, though I heard no words spoken. I noticed we were no closer to sunrise than we had been several minutes ago. Time was, apparently, very fluid in the Dreaming. Finally, Oneiros lifted two fingers.




“Very well,” he said. “Da Shu Ken, your claim on Lady Dawn Summers and Miss Agatha Smythe cannot be fulfilled in the Dreaming, as it originated from the waking world.”




It hissed at him.




“I understand your frustration,” Oneiros replied. “And I am willing to supply you with an equivalent.”




He waved his hand, and two new figures appeared. When I saw that they were duplicates of Lady Dawn and Agatha, I gasped, but nothing prepared me for the horror that came next. The rat god fell on them, and they screamed in terror. They were not automatons or mere figments. They knew what was happening to them.




“Cover your ears,” I ordered the girls and pressed their heads against my chest so they couldn’t possibly see what happened.




As there were two of them, it took longer than Schlessinger did. Lady Dawn shielded her eyes and looked like she might be sick. Holmes was gray with shock, and he finally turned his back on it, unable to bear anymore.




“Please, do not concern yourself,” Mary Poppins said, her voice hoarse, when it was finally over. “They were not sentient. They were simulacra created by Oneiros for this purpose alone. They were only fleeting dreams.”




“Are you not a dream yourself?” I asked her.




“I am a nanny, Doctor Watson,” she corrected me. “That is a different thing altogether.”




“Can we go home, Father?” Jane—I mean, Agatha—asked.




I looked over at Oneiros.




“Sir?”




He nodded, and the world of the Dreaming melted away just as the morning sun appeared at the horizon. 




We stood once more in the Chinese exhibit of the British Museum. The door to the glass exhibit case of polearms was broken. Our lanterns sat in different spots on the floor. When I glanced out the window, I saw that the sky was lit by sunrise, and the clouds painted with gold and pink. Agatha and Jane slowly released me and looked around.




“Is it over?” Agatha—I mean Jane—asked.




It was past the last full moon of winter, with the spring solstice little more than a week off. With any luck, Da Shu Ken’s mindless hunger had been sated, and if it hadn’t, I had nine months to find a way to stop him. More than that, I had nine months with the help of my closest friend, Sherlock Holmes. I cannot think of any puzzle that could resist his intellect for that long a time.




“Yes, Jane,” I said. “I do believe it’s over.”




“Well,” Agatha said, looking around, “what do we do now?”




“What do we do now?” I repeated. “We go home, and we get some sleep.”







Chapter Fourteen



Two, nearly three hours later, I found myself again in that house of refuge and ill-repute, admitted through the service entrance with a note from Lady Dawn in my pocket.




I need your assistance.
Please come alone.—Dawn




Bernadette showed me to the rooms we had occupied the last two and a half days and gave me a saucy wink when she closed the door behind me. Puzzled and a bit worried, I looked around the room. It had been cleaned extensively since we’d left the previous morning, and the table held a bouquet of fresh flowers and a tea service. 




“Doctor Watson.”




Lady Dawn came out of the bedroom, and for all Holmes’s constant insistence that I was not very observant, I noticed three things—she was wearing a loosely tied Japanese kimono as a robe, she was barefoot, and her hair was down. A sharp thrill went through me, and I ruthlessly crushed it. She could not know that in this world a young woman who greeted a man in private in such a manner was implicitly asking him to become her lover.




“Ah, good e— that is, good morning, Lady Dawn,” I managed.




She was astonishingly lovely, even with the various bruises and scrapes of our adventures. Loose, her hair was a rich, wavy brown that hung past her shoulder blades. She’d bathed, there was a blush to her cheeks, and her toes were pink with warmth. She smiled at me, and that same thrill stabbed down my spine.




“Everyone make it back to Baker Street okay?” she asked, looking up at me with her speedwell blue eyes.




“Yes,” I answered. “The, ah, the girls fell asleep mid-complaint, Mary Poppins is watching over them, and Holmes has sequestered himself. I was about to turn in myself when your note arrived.”




“You’re not too tired, are you?” she asked, stepping a little closer.




I looked down into her eyes, confused, and frankly, a little irritated. She appeared fine. I could not fathom why she required my help.




“Lady Dawn, your note,” I began.




She looked up at me and bit her lip, and that sudden thrill swept through me again. I— Was she—




“I was wondering if you could help me,” she said. “With my laces.”




The robe slipped down her shoulders, and she turned, presenting her back. She must have gotten Bernadette or one of the other maids to lace her up into her corset again. Under the robe, she wore only that and a whisper thin silk shift. My mouth went dry, and suddenly, I was very, very not tired at all.




For a moment, she looked uncertain, as I hadn’t moved at all.




“Or I could just call it an early night,” she added, turning back a bit. “No harm, no foul, Watson.”




“John,” I said. “Please call me John.”




I bent my head to hers, and she accepted my kiss with warm, parted lips.







“Commander,” Doctor Watson said in a warning tone to the cat perched in one of the shelves of his desk, “you know my views on cats getting into my ink and ink getting onto my cats.”




The marmalade queen purred and adjusted the flip of her tail away from the pages still wet with ink. Doctor Watson eyed her and dipped his pen in the inkwell again. The commander and her lieutenants had migrated to 221B several weeks previously and were now responsible for keeping it and the adjoining townhouses free of all rodents. 




Somewhere off in 221A, which was currently undergoing extensive interior demolition, Jane and Agatha ran back and forth like a herd of elephants as Mary Poppins both put them through their paces and wore them out. Paperwork from both M’s office and the Watchers Council stacked up on his desk. His own writing rapidly filled one of the drawers.




“What are you so absorbed in?” Holmes asked, flipping through pages of The London Times. 




“Oh, just some writing,” Watson answered. “Finishing my account of Lady Dawn’s visit with us.”




“I thought you had that finished,” Holmes remarked. “The battle, our parting of ways, Peverell’s most satisfying defrocking, expulsion, and arrest, sealing the sacrificial necklace in a lead-lined vault. What more is there to record?”




Watson said nothing in response but continued scribbling with a small smile on his face.




“Of course, there was your very odd absence that morning,” Holmes continued. “A patient, you said?”




Watson continued smiling.




“The hansom you returned in was driven by Ignatius Cornwell, who keeps to a very specific set of streets for his fares, streets which contain a certain house of ill repute and sanctuary,” Holmes said. “When you returned, your shoes were freshly shined, and you’d bathed. Hardly what I would expect from a visit to one of your few remaining patients. You’ve kept the note that was delivered that morning in your waistcoat pocket since that day and occasionally taken it out and glanced at it. The hand addressing it to you belongs to Lady Dawn Summers. Am I to assume an attachment?”




Watson put his pen down and swiveled his chair so that he faced Holmes.




“No,” he answered. “Lady Dawn was quite clear that she would go home and had no ability to return to a place she had visited.”




He took the note out and smiled thoughtfully.




“Yet, you spent hours there,” Holmes continued.




He studied Watson for a moment, and then his eyebrows went up precipitously.




“John Watson,” he said, mildly outraged, “you’re nearly old enough to be her father!”




“The lady had no complaints,” Watson said modestly.




“You cannot possibly be writing for publication,” Holmes said.




“Good God, no,” the doctor answered. “These are my personal memoirs only.”




Holmes harrumphed, snapped the pages of his paper, and returned to his reading.







Dawn returned my kiss, and we stood for several moments in a soft embrace, becoming used to one another. She was not at all shy about opening her mouth to me or at all anxious about my touch. It was as if we’d been lovers for weeks or months. I shed my jacket and left my black doctor’s bag just inside the door, and for a moment, I fumbled at the lock to make sure we wouldn’t be disturbed. 




She led me to the bedroom where a bathtub stood before the fire, covered in quilts to hold in the heat of the just poured bath. The lamps were turned low enough to make the room intimate without being dark.




“Would you like a bath?” she asked, untying my tie and pulling it free. “I figured you wouldn’t have had a chance.”




“Not just yet,” I murmured, kissing her cheek, her ear, and her neck as I slid my hands into her hair.




We continued like this for a little longer. She sighed as I enjoyed the taste of her skin, the silk of her hair, and the long curve of her shoulder, Then she laughed a little.




“What?”




“I can’t figure out your collar,” she admitted.




“You really are from another world,” I noted.




I pried loose the collar stud and pushed the starched wings of the collar open, giving her access to the top button of my shirt. She looked up at me with sleepy eyes as she ran her hands over my chest and then put her fingers to the buttons.




What man does not love being undressed by a woman who wants him? Her fingers were light and inquiring, and she began kissing me as she opened my shirt, first my throat, and then my chest. I closed my eyes for a moment and sighed as she nuzzled against me. I had missed this. I had missed this so much. Not just the moment of physical release that so many, myself included, craved, but the sweet intimacy of a woman’s touch, the warm smell of her, the softness of her skin. She pulled my shirt free, and I felt her hands on my bare skin. I closed my arms around her and began kissing her again, deeper this time.




I traced my fingers over the laces of her corset, found the knot, and pulled it loose. I could have simply grabbed both edges in the front and unhooked them, but this was so much more satisfying. She wrapped her arms around my neck and tilted her head back, giving me full access to her throat. The bruises there, from only two days ago, were dark purple.




“Do they hurt?” I asked.




“Not as much as I expected,” she answered. “Bernadette gave me some cream. It helped.”




I had the laces loosened and pulled the back edges of the corset apart. Looking up at me and tucking her lower lip under her teeth, Dawn let the corset slip to her feet and stepped out of it. The shift she wore under it covered her from her shoulders to the tops of her thighs. 




“You are so very lovely,” I told her.




She smiled and kissed me. “And you are so very handsome.”




And here was a treasure I never expected. As we shed the rest of our clothing, she didn’t turn shy. She wasn’t frightened by or uncomfortable with the sight of a naked man. In fact, she wanted me more. Mary, my comfort and joy, had been shy to the point of mortification, for all that she enjoyed those tender moments as much as I did. The other women I’d been with had been, perhaps not overly modest, but certainly a bit perfunctory about the whole business. They’d certainly never closed their eyes and surrendered to my touch the way Dawn did.




She sighed as I cupped her small breasts, each fitting perfectly in my hand. Her nipples were a deep rose color, small and tight, puckered with arousal, and she moaned softly as I ran my thumbs over them and then kissed each in turn, sucking and nibbling on them. From there, we clambered onto the bed, and she held me against her for a moment, rubbing her feet against my calves and caressing my back. Her hands slid down my belly as I kissed her, and when she found me, stiff and swollen with desire, she sighed again and began to rub me with her hand, back and forth, playing with the loose skin there.




Maturity and strength of will kept me from climaxing that very moment, but it was close. I had to take her hand and bring it back around.




“I won’t last if you insist on doing such things,” I explained.




She blushed very prettily.




“You could touch me,” she replied, taking my hand.




She led me to the cleft between her legs where her skin was shockingly smooth. Smooth, incredibly soft, warm, and swollen, and as I slid a finger between her two full lips, I felt how wet she was. She moaned again, and it wasn’t very soft at all. As I caressed her, moving first one and then two fingers back and forth past the length of her vulva, opening her, and then moving further into the petal-like folds of her inner labia, I felt the intensity of her desire. She dripped with it. She inhaled sharply and arched against me. I kissed her deeply, reveling in the way she pressed herself against me.




“Inside me,” she whispered. “Please?”




I moved my hand a little lower, found her entrance, and pressed both fingers into her. She groaned, and I felt her nails dig into my skin. She was tight around my fingers and deep. I could feel her muscles flex as she moved her hips and groaned a little myself. I moved my fingers in and out, and she cried out.




“John, please,” she whimpered.




“Do you want me?” I whispered in her ear. “All of me, inside of you?”




“Yes,” she gasped. “Please.”




I pulled my fingers out, wet to the back of my hand and brushed them against her lips. Her lips parted, and she licked my fingers, sending a shocking thrill racing through me. I kissed her lips, licking them in turn, and then licked my fingers to get the taste of her.




“I want to taste you, Dawn,” I told her.




She spread her legs as far apart as she could and pulled me towards her.




“Next time,” she panted, kissing me. “Right now, I need you inside of me.”




I groaned, excited beyond bearing, as hard as any sixteen year old boy at a forbidden peek of ankle, bare shoulder, or breast. I levered myself over her, brought my throbbing member to the gate of her intimate fastness, and pressed home. I tried to control the strength of my thrust, but in all honesty, I was half-mad for her. She arched under me, bringing her hips up against mine, and I was enveloped in oiled, silken fire.




I had no thought, no words, no sweet whispers of comfort and love for her ears. I was as close to animal passion as I’d ever been in my life, groaning with the fierce, devouring pleasure of it as I thrust into her. I might have looked back at that moment of abandon with shame and horror were it not for Dawn’s reaction. I felt her legs go around my waist and her ankles lock. She held on to my arms, and her hips moved in time with mine, taking me, and gasping each time I drove home. 




“Harder,” she demanded. “Please, John, harder.”




Any shred of control I might have had up until then burned away. I set my weight on her, pushing her into the mattress, cupped her head in my hand so I could bury my face against her neck, and thrust as hard as I could, over and over and over. I managed to catch one of her hands in mine, but I could feel the other clutching against my shoulder, her nails digging in until I was sure she had cut me.




“Yes,” she cried. “Yes. Yes. Ye—”




She stopped breathing, and I heard her voice catch in a choked whimper. I had only a moment to recognize that she had—sweet God, she had climaxed, she had come while we were coupled, the very first time—and she screamed, a long, sobbing cry of such ecstasy, I felt my entire body clench in a sympathetic, almost painful spike that heralded my own orgasm. I grunted, then groaned, and my breath came harder and harder as I thrust until I felt that knife edge pull through me from ballocks to bowels to the backs of my eyeballs, and all the tension in my body abruptly unwound for the briefest of eternities. And then I came, shuddering, groaning, and spasming. I spent inside of her and was left shivering and limp.




It was a moment before I came to myself, and I immediately took my weight off Dawn. She moaned softly.




“No, don’t leave.”




Her limp hands tried to pull me back to her.




Relieved, I relaxed, and then I took in the aftermath. Her face was flushed a deep, becoming pink all the way down to her chest. Her legs were still wrapped around my waist, and, yes, she had broken the skin of my shoulder with her nails. I hardly cared. I was still inside her but softening quickly. Our connection would soon be broken.




“Dawn?” I whispered to her.




She made a small noise and turned her face towards me.




“Are you all right?”




She made another small noise, this time affirmative. After a few moments, I moved, taking my weight off her, laying next to her, and pulling the covers over us. She snuggled against me, half awake and completely relaxed. I smoothed her hair back from her face, amazed at what had passed between us. It had been three nights since I had first met her, and I hadn’t even known she was female at the time. I smiled at the thought of mistaking her for anything other than the most lovely and desirable of women, and she stirred against me.




“Would you like that bath now?” she asked. “Before it gets cold?”




I would have demurred, but I realized that a hot bath sounded better than anything—with the exception of what had just passed—I could possibly have wanted. As I climbed out of bed, Dawn pulled the quilts off the tub and released a cloud of fragrant steam. It must have been poured just off the boil. 




The tub was clearly intended for two people, and easing myself into it was an exercise in agonizing pleasure. My muscles had been given just enough time, lying next to Dawn, to stiffen and contract, and the water was quite hot. Once I found a comfortable position and the heat began to soak into me, I opened my eyes and found Dawn standing over me, nude, pinning her hair up.




In the golden glow of the lamps, she was lovely. Slender as a willow with graceful arms and legs. I was reminded again of a doe emerging from the forest. Once her hair was secure, she stepped into the bath and sank down, reclining against me. I adjusted to give her a more comfortable position, and she laid her head on my shoulder.




“Oh, this feels wonderful,” she sighed.




“I thought you’d had a bath before I’d arrived,” I commented.




“I did,” she agreed. “But after a month here and a couple of the other places I’ve been to, I’ve decided never to turn down a hot bath.”




I smiled. “That sounds very wise.”




We relaxed in relative silence for a few minutes, and an idea began to prick my conscience. I tried to dismiss it, but it would not leave me alone.




“Dawn, you mentioned that contraceptive agents were available where you come from?” I asked her.




“Mmm hmm,” she answered.




I felt her stir, and she moved over me, turning from her side to straddle my hips. As I said, it was a generous tub, and I for one was quite grateful to the craftsmen who’d made it.




“I can’t get pregnant, John,” she told me. “Not without visiting a doctor and having a procedure to remove what’s called an intra-uterine device that prevents me from getting pregnant.”




I breathed a sigh of relief. No matter how egalitarian or advanced her world might be, I did not want an illegitimate child on my conscience, especially when I had no say in the child’s life.




“What of venereal disease?” I asked, curious. “You have my word that I do not have one.”




She smiled. “It wouldn’t matter if you did. You see, a few months ago, I was in a world very close to yours and mine but several centuries further along in its history. There was a doctor there, Doctor McCoy, who treated me for some injuries, and one of the things he did was vaccinate me for pretty much every known disease up until his day.”




“Every disease?” I asked, astonished.




“Yep,” she confirmed. “Even stuff I hadn’t heard of before, like hepaphagic fever and rheumatic encephalopathy, and that included all the sexually transmitted diseases. In fact, a lot of what he did wasn’t exactly a vaccine, like I expected, but a kind of inoculation. Or maybe just immunization.”




Her brows puckered in thought.




“How do you mean?” I asked. “Vaccination is not exactly the same thing as inoculation, but they are very close.”




“Oh, he made me memorize it, even if I didn’t understand it,” she said, and her voice shifted in cadence and pitch, as if she were reciting a speech, which I realized she was. “Now, Summers, here’s what I mean when I say these things. By inoculation, I’m giving you a dose of a modified version of the disease—weakened, you might say—so that your immune system can beat it off and acquire immunity. By vaccination, I’m introducing completely harmless elements of the same or similar disease that prime your immune system for the disease should it ever show up. Immunization covers non-disease toxins, like tetrodotoxin and tetanus. But here’s the one your people haven’t started using yet, and that’s a bespoke biome.”




Fascinated, I listened, wishing I could take notes.




“I’ll be introducing bacterial and viral colonies to your skin, your gastrointestinal tract, and your vagina,” she continued. “The bacteria will augment your immune system, keeping it properly regulated, and they’ll outcompete any pathogens you might pick up. The viruses are bacteriophages which provide active defense against any bacterial pathogens you might acquire. So long as you don’t get dropped in a vat of shigella or cholera and you don’t ever take another antibiotic, you’ll be fine. In fact, all of these strains are eminently infectious, so close contact with another person will pass the biome over to them.”




“I…wait,” I managed. “Viruses? But those are only speculative. We know there are pathogens smaller than bacteria, but—”




“Oh my gosh!” she declared, her eyes lighting up. “Wait here.”




She climbed out of the bath, and without bothering to grab a towel, dashed naked to the opposite side of the room where her dispatch bag lay atop the bureau. She reached into it and pulled out some very small object and a pamphlet. Puzzled, I sat up in the bath. She brought it over and showed it to me. The object was a small, featureless black cube, no larger than a centimeter per side. The pamphlet was printed on some impervious stock that did not smudge under her wet fingers or soften in the least.




“This,” she said, holding it out to me, “is the cure for cholera.”




“What?!”




“And polio and rotavirus and pretty much every stomach and intestinal disorder you can think of,” she said, grinning. “Doctor McCoy gave me ten of these. I gave five of them to my tribunal, and I kept five. You can keep it stored for more than a decade, but once you open it, you have to follow the directions. It makes a kind of bacterial soup. Tastes terrible, from what he told me, but three doses for a healthy person over the course of a month and five doses for a sick person will establish their own healthy intestinal biome. He pretty much designed it for societies that aren’t technologically advanced. Once a certain percentage of the population is inoculated with it, if there’s any sewage contamination of the water supply, it’ll inoculate anyone else who drinks from it.”




She crouched beside the tub as I looked on in amazement.




“I’ll put it in your bag,” she said, and stood up. “Oh, and I’ll put your shoes out, so they get a shine.”




Flabbergasted, I sat back in the bath. A cure for cholera?




“What is polio?” I called.




“Um…infantile paralysis,” she responded.




Stunned, I silently considered the ramifications. It was not enough that she had appeared in this world, determined that a man was using the dark arts to murder innocents every month, and found help to defeat him. Dawn Summers had also blithely handed me the key to saving literally millions of lives.




She returned, no longer dripped, but shivering a bit, and climbed right back into the tub. She straddled me again and began kissing me.




“I don’t suppose you’re up for another round?” she asked. 




I laughed. I couldn’t help it.




“Marry me,” I said.




She froze, her face a picture of conflicting emotions. Then she looked down, saddened.




“I can’t, John. At some point, I have to go back,” she explained. “I’ve got my classes, finals are coming up, and then I’m going home for the summer, and…”




“I know,” I told her. “I just want you to know how very much I care for you. If circumstances were different, I would have offered for you yesterday at least.”




She kissed me, long and deep, and I cupped her face. When she pulled back, there were tears in her eyes.




“What’s this?” I asked, wiping her cheeks.




“I just…I didn’t think it would be like this,” she admitted, embarrassed. “I thought when I took a lover, it would just be some, um, some fast and happy fun, no strings attached, you know? But both you and Spencer are…so good. I mean, you’re a good man, John. I feel like…have I done something wrong?”




“What?” I asked. “No, Dawn. No. You haven’t told any lies. You never held out the promise of anything more than what you’ve given me, and what you’ve given me is very sweet and very special.”




I kissed her again, long and deep, and she laid down on me, breasts pressed against my chest, belly to belly, her legs along mine, and her arms around my neck. What strange circumstances, that I had to assure her that she had not taken advantage of me. That she discovered that the physical act of sex could never be completely separated from the emotional act of love, and that there was no such thing as ‘no strings attached’.




Our kiss continued, deepening in desire. I slid my hands down her back until I cupped her bottom and began to knead it. She sighed again and pulled herself up a bit, so that her back was arched, and her breasts were just below my face. I dug my hands into her bottom and nuzzled her breasts, kissing, licking, and suckling them as her breath came faster and she began to moan. She spread her legs, and I brought her up just a little bit so that I could maneuver my freshly aroused member to her deep, tight well. Now, with my most immediate need sated, I had the stamina to tease her, entering a bare inch and then pulling out, two inches and out, reversing myself so that I rubbed the length of my erection against her instead of into her.




“John, please,” she whimpered. “Please.”




“There’s something I’d very much like to do,” I murmured.




“What?”




I whispered my desire in her ear, something that had shocked nearly all my lovers, something I’d never been able to do as completely as I’d so desired.




“Oh, yes,” she moaned. “Yes.”




I was out of the tub and helping her to the bed where she laid back and spread her legs, bringing her knees up. Dizzy with passion, I bent over her and kissed the inside of her thigh. Pale silky skin gave way to deep pink, tender flesh, engorged and exquisitely sensitive. She jerked a little when I nibbled and then relaxed again, opening her legs wider to me. I felt her fingers slide into my hair. 




I slid my tongue into her cleft and tasted the salty tang of her cunny. She moaned, loud, and arched her hips up to me, inviting me even deeper. I parted the lips of her vulva with my fingers and stroked her with my tongue. Her moans turned to cries, and her fingers gripped my hair hard before relaxing. Oh, God, she tasted so good. She was soaking wet, swollen, and slippery. I took a mouthful of her flesh, pulling in with suction and working her with my tongue. She cried out, sobbing, and when I slid my fingers into her, to push up from inside against what I worked from the outside, she bucked, her cry becoming a frank scream that ended only when she drew breath.




I had her. Oh, God, I had her at the very edge of perilous ecstasy. She writhed under my mouth, begging me, please, please, yes, god, yes, and I took no pity on her. I sucked on her, I worked the point of her pleasure, the little nub of her clitoris, just as I used my fingers to pry her open, to tap her, hard. She arched and stayed there, one of her legs straightening and trembling as she panted loud, crying breaths.




“John, it’s co— oh god, it’s coming. It’s c—”




Her voice cut off again, and I felt her muscles, all of them, spasm. Her hand fell away, and she lifted her hips in rhythmic jerks, screaming, completely abandoned to the throes of her ecstasy. I felt and tasted a new rush of wetness, and I used my tongue to flick her clitoris over and over while she shook. Then I pulled it between my lips and sucked on it, hard. She screamed again, came again, shaking all over, and when I stopped and slowly released her, slowly pulled my fingers out of her, it took nearly a minute for her to stop trembling.




“Dawn?”




Not in my wildest dreams had a lover ever climaxed so spectacularly. She whimpered, pulling her knees up a little. I moved up on her body, hanging over her and letting her feel how hard I still was. She groaned.




“John,” she whispered. “Ride me. Oh, god, please fucking ride me.”




She turned over, onto her belly, and pressed her backside to my hips. I didn’t—couldn’t—hesitate. I brought myself up onto my spread knees, her legs extended beneath me, grasped her by the hips, found her delicious, wet cunt with the tip of my cock, and mounted her in one hard thrust. She screamed, and I held her there for one long moment, completely impaled, and panted hard. Then I started fucking her, riding her, and slid a hand up her spine until I reached the back of her neck and gripped her there, holding her, controlling her.




She came again, her back curved and her hips tucking under. I did not let her escape. I brought her back up to me, hard, and buried myself balls deep in her. Again and again until she was whimpering, mewling, and writhing under my hand. I stretched out on top of her, whispering fiercely in her ear. Take it, take it, give it to me. And she begged with her own pleas. Yes, yes, please, god, yes, don’t stop, do it. I had no conscious mind left to me when I finally came, filling her until we were both dripping. There was only my animal drive, taking her, possessing her, and reveling in it. I think I screamed as well. I cannot be sure. Only that when I came to my senses, we were both chilled, and our sweat had begun to dry.




“I do hope…” I managed, “that no one decides…to send the police…to check on the noise we just made.”




“Well,” Dawn answered, still breathing a little hard, “it is a brothel. You’d think they’d be used to such things.”




“Dearest,” I told her, “I don’t believe one in a million persons on this planet is used to such a thing as we just did.”




She giggled.




I eventually did finish my bath, as I was in terrible need of a scrubbing down. Then I joined her in bed, curling around her like a spoon. It was well past ten, and I could really only count on two, perhaps three, hours of sleep before I had to return to Baker Street. I did not want the girls to wake up without me there. At the same time, I did not want to leave this tender time until it was completely done.




Dawn fell asleep in my arms, her head pillowed on my shoulder. I slowly caressed her arm, her belly, and her hip. What a treasure I’d been given, if only for one morning. It didn’t seem fair, to be granted such a short time with what I wanted so much. Though I imagined we would find things to clash over, her point of view being so at variance with this world, I could not see her as anything other than a nearly ideal wife. God knows, few people could keep up with the twins the way she could, let alone have such a comprehensive knowledge of the world of the Vampire Slayer. I would miss her, much more than I suspect even I knew.




This was the first time I’d been with a woman since Mary had died. For a long time, I’d had no interest at all, and when my interest had reappeared, I found myself dismissive of or discouraged by any opportunities presented. I did not want some hurried encounter with a woman of my own social station, something that had to remain secret to protect her reputation and mine. I did not want the purchased attention of some jaded prostitute—or worse, a girl who’d been dragged into such an infamous life against her will. I wanted what I’d shared with Mary, what Dawn had given me. I wanted friendship and trust, intimacy, and love. 




I sighed. It would seem that the only way I could get what I wanted was to marry again, and once more, Mary’s foresight and patience won out. I had promised her I would allow myself to love again, when I had healed from her death. Indeed, I had. I just hadn’t thought it would be such a short time after. Not even nine months had passed. I still missed her dreadfully. I knew now that I always would. That did not mean, though, that there was no room in my heart for another.




Of course, it wouldn’t just be a wife I sought. I had to take into account that the girls needed a mother. For a moment, I imagined their delight at having a someone like Dawn to love them and guide them in growing up. Mary Poppins had explicitly told me that she could only stay another year, at most two. She would be gone before they were called to be Slayers and they would need a feminine hand in their upbringing.




Nothing, I reminded myself, was impossible. Now more so than ever. Once my household was established and in good order, I would begin the task of looking for a new wife and a mother for my girls. I would not settle for less than what I had shared with Mary, and with any luck, I might just find something of what I’d shared with Dawn. I kissed Dawn’s hair tenderly.




“Mmm,” she murmured, stirring in my arms. “What was that.”




“Nothing,” I told her. “I’m sorry I woke you.”




“No, what just happened?” she asked, sleepily.




“Nothing happened,” I said. “You can go back to sleep.”




She put an elbow under her and scrubbed at her eyes with the back of her other hand.




“No, something happened,” she said, waking up. “I have to go now.”




“What?” I asked.




She frowned, a little confused and a little irritated. “Yeah. Whatever it was I was supposed to do, it just happened. I mean, I guess I did it. But I have to go now.”




“But,” I began.




“I know,” she said, shrugging. She looked at me, and I saw that she was just as reluctant for this time to end as I was. “When it happens, it happens, and I’ve got to go. I need to get dressed.”




I watched her in silence. She had come to this world, discovered a madman killing girls and women for arcane power, recruited the greatest detective in the world to help her stop him, saved the lives of two future Vampire Slayers, given M a crowbar with which to rearrange the European axes of power, given me a medical treatment centuries advanced from what we had now, and…the reason for her to be here was to give me cause to decide to someday marry again.




She turned from the bureau, bag in hand, and stopped.




“John,” she said in a tone I recognized all too well from my time as a husband. It was the tone of “something is terribly wrong, and while I don’t blame you, I am holding you responsible for fixing it.”




“Yes?” I asked, sitting up.




“Why is Bernadette sitting next to the fire watching us?” she asked.




I turned and discovered that Bernadette was indeed sitting in the wingback chair that had been pulled back from the fireplace, that she was watching us with an expression of great interest, and that she was armed with a Colt revolver. 




“I haven’t the faintest idea,” I said in a weak voice. “Mam’selle Bernadette?”




The woman who had been our maid and dogsbody for the two days we’d occupied these rooms stood and brushed her skirts down. She no longer wore a maid’s uniform but a stunning Worth walking dress of damasked robin’s egg blue silk, embroidered with branches bearing cherry blossoms. At her ears and throats were several thousand pounds worth of light blue topazes.




She continued smiling with a very Gallic air. 




“His Illustrious Highness, the Graf von und zum Hentzau sends his considerable regards,” Bernadette told us. “He asked me to look into your business when you gave Madame the particularly valuable code word only known to members of his family and the most trusted of his associates.”




“Ooooooh, darn,” Dawn said. “I thought I had another day before you showed up.”




“Well, if I were traveling from Strelsau,” Bernadette told her, “you would have had another two days. However, Hentzau has many interests abroad, and London is a cosmopolitan city. He entrusts me with overseeing those interests that fall under London’s sphere of influence. If you’d had much experience with intrigue, you would have expected him to have an agent in the city.”




To my consternation, Dawn was still naked, as was I, and I seemed to be the only person in the room bothered by this.




“Hang on,” Dawn said, “you’re Bernadette Mauban, the sister-in-law of the current graf.”




“You’re La Mauban?” I asked, incredulous.




“La Mauban?” Dawn asked me.




I waited for Bernadette to answer, which she did with a smile and a wink. 




“Ah, my sins, they have followed me to your delightful island.”




“Who’s La Mauban?” Dawn asked.




“Ah, she’s the daughter of the Comte de Loire,” I explained. “She was disowned by her family for her scandalous behavior. Singing in the opera for one.”




“Disowned by all but my beloved sister, the gräfin,” La Mauban confirmed, “and thus the only member of my family worthy of my devotion.”




“She fought a duel with a princess two years ago over floral arrangements,” I continued. “A duel in which neither participant wore any clothing on their upper halves.”




“Of course not,” La Mauban answered. “If a sword plunges through fabric into the flesh, it causes terrible infection. Also, I won with first blood. The princess came away with a scar on her arm, and she will not insult my, ah, floral arrangements again.”




“Okay, well, topless duels, that’s pretty awesome,” Dawn said. “And singing in the opera is no reason to disown someone in my book.”




“I also seduced a nun,” La Mauban drawled.




“Uh, that’s different,” Dawn said. 




“How long have you been in here?” I demanded.




“Long enough to know that I shall tell Madame she must offer you a membership in the house, Doctor Watson,” she said, the corner of her mouth tugging into a smile. “Such stamina, such masculinity.”




“Thank you, but no,” I said in my firmest voice. “I have no interest in being a customer of any house, even this one.”




“Oh, not a customer,” she said, raising her eyebrows in a knowing way. “A staff member. You could greatly increase this house’s earnings.”




Speechless, I could only shut my mouth and keep what little counsel I had to myself.




“Okay, I still need to leave,” Dawn said, reaching into her bag.




La Mauban instantly raised her gun and leveled it at Dawn.




“Do not be foolish, Lady Dawn,” she said. “I have taken a liking to you, but I will not allow you to flout the will of my gracious brother-in-law. You will be answering to him. In person.”




I stiffened in alarm, but Dawn shot me a look. I held my peace.




“I’m not going to argue with you,” Dawn said. “I’m going to take out the notes I prepared for him while we were here. It’s repayment for using him and his resources, and once he reads them, I think he’ll both understand and agree that it’s fair.”




“Slowly,” La Mauban instructed.




Dawn slowly drew out a sheaf of papers and laid them on top of the bureau. 




“Everything’s in there,” she said. “Now, if you don’t mind, Mademoiselle Mauban, I’d like to get dressed and, er, use the chamber pot.”




“Do nothing foolish,” she said, “and no one will have any problem.”




Dawn put a knee on the bed and leaned over me, giving me a kiss next to my ear.




“Once I’m gone, you should be fine,” she whispered. “Just get her to read the papers. Take care okay?”




I kissed her back, and she left me, going around to the corner divided from the rest of the room by a standing screen. While we heard the various noises of a person getting dressed in a hurry, La Mauban studied me with academic curiosity.




“Do you know, Doctor Watson,” she said, “I have read every single one of your stories and enjoyed them greatly. I should very much like to meet Mister Holmes. Hentzau has a habit of procuring and nurturing great minds such as his.”




“Holmes only takes those cases which interest him,” I reminded her. “And there is very little among the higher echelons of European aristocracy that piques his interest.”




“Not even that business with Rassendyll and King Rudolph?” she asked. “Hentzau’s older brother nearly cost the family their title before he was killed.”




Stories of that event had trickled into English society, and there were articles in the more lurid tabloids claiming that Rudolph Rassendyll, younger brother of the Earl of Burlesdon, had somehow swapped places with King Rudolph of Ruritania. Ridiculous on the face of it, but the rumors had never died.




“I make no promises.”




There had been no sounds from the corner behind the screen for several moments, and curious, La Mauban stepped over to it.




“Now, Lady Dawn,” she said, nudging the edge of the screen back, “you mustn’t pou—”




There was no one there.




“Sacre bleu,” La Mauban swore. “Where? Where did she go?”




“Home,” I told her. “I think if you read the notes she left you, there will be quite enough to assuage even your brother-in-law’s temper.”




She glared at me for a long moment before claiming the stack of paper atop the bureau. Once she glanced at it, her brows came together and she began to peruse each page. After a moment, she shook herself. 




“This, I must take directly to Hentzau,” she said.




Then she gave me a lookover such as a farmer’s wife might give a prize bull.




“You are welcome to stay the rest of the day, Doctor Watson,” she told me. “When I have returned, I hope you won’t mind me calling upon you.”




“I hope to see you then,” I told her.




I never did get my few hours of sleep. The girls were already awake when I returned home and ricocheting around the parlor until Mary Poppins threatened to tie them to a kite and fly them to Mars, which they promptly begged her to do. In fact, it was another week before I got a full night’s sleep as I had Peverell to depose, the Watchers Council to bring to heel, the cure to deliver to a trusted colleague at the London Hospital, and the purchase of the two townhouses adjacent to 221B to arrange. 




I never regretted a moment of it. I am a much happier man as a father and a husband than I ever was as a bachelor. Holmes will confirm it for you, if he can be bothered to reply to a question with such an obvious answer.







Epilogue


Eight years later…



On one of the few glorious spring days London has, I found myself reviewing previous diary entries not as fodder for my stories in The Strand but as records for the Watchers Council. It was each Watcher’s duty to record their experiences, their knowledge, and their wisdom so that later generations could benefit from them. I certainly had my fair share to add to the chronicles kept thus far. 




The afternoon had begun to wane, and I knew they day had grown short when I heard Agatha slip into my study.




“What’s that?” she asked, looking over my shoulder as I shut the book.




“None of your business, Miss Snip,” I answered. “A father may still keep some areas of his life private.”




“Oh, is it La Mauban, then?” she asked, raising her eyebrows in delight. 




She had been advocating for a new stepmother for some time now, and La Mauban met nearly all of her highly tailored requirements.




“No,” I answered emphatically and instantly regretted my sternness. “Forgive me, my dear. I was reviewing the business about Da Shu Ken, and the mentions of Jane have left me melancholy.”




My other daughter was lost now for nearly six months, and I still felt the hollow in my heart. She had been so far from home—on a mission for M, posing as a Miss Jane Porter, on an expedition to Africa. The party had been reported missing and presumed dead, which had alarmed me. It was the report of a native describing how the entire party had perished at the hands of a band of mutineers and the unending silence afterwards that had killed my hope. I was halfway through my preparations to mount an expedition of my own to go there and bring the murderers to justice, though I had told neither Holmes nor Agatha about my plans.




Agatha crouched beside me, took my hand, and looked up at me. She had never entertained thoughts of marriage once she was called as a Slayer, and even after the mantle had passed from her and Jane, she’d been completely disinterested. What was the point, she told me, when no man she’d ever met could measure up to the acme of her father.




“Jane’s not dead, Father,” she told me, just as she’d told me a thousand times so far. “I’d know if she were dead. One of these days, she’s going to come through the front door filled with stories designed to drive me mad with envy. Consider, she’s been to Africa! With this much time, I’ll be dashed if she does less than rediscover the source of the Nile and bring back Doctor Livingstone to boot.”




“Keep telling me that, Agatha,” I said. “For you, I will believe it.”




With a smile, she took the seat beside my desk.




“Any Council news to share?” she asked.




She was always dying for gossip that didn’t involve shoes, hats, dresses, or the ton.




“None at all,” I told her, sitting back. “Especially since you can’t be bothered to attend the meetings.”




“Why on earth would I want to put up with a bunch of cigar smoking clerks with delusions of grandeur?” she asked me, blinking innocently. 




“For one, they’re not allowed to smoke cigars in Council chambers,” I reminded her. “For another, we’re very close to an official, signed agreement with Sorores in Mortuis.”




“Really?!” 




She sat bolt upright with the news.




She and her sister had both gone through the rites of shedding their calling as Slayers after being near mortally wounded in a battle with one of the Greymalkin lords. The calling had passed, as we’d hoped, to a single girl, who had been training with her Watcher for more than three years. We’d had only a year to enjoy their safety before Jane’s disappearance.




“We’ve agreed that they will send a senior agent to each Slayer as she is called, and this agent will work with the assigned Watcher through the entire tenure of the Slayer,” I told her.




“No!” Agatha said. “That’s everything they’ve asked for.”




“And,” I continued, feeling very pleased, “I will encourage you to join the ranks of the Sisters with the understanding that you will one day help shepherd another Slayer through that tumultuous change.”




“Me?”




“Five years as Vampire Slayer,” I reminded her. “It would be a terrible pity to lose all your training simply because you’re no longer the Slayer.”




She gave me a very canny look.




“Father, what are you up to?”




“Only my best to undermine the structure of the current Watcher’s Council so that one day it is run by the Slayers, potential, current, and emeritae, and not the handful of men who have done such a disgraceful job of it for so long,” I told her.




Her startlement was a picture.




“This whole time?” she demanded. “It’s been seven years!”




“Eight. I have your Uncle Mycroft’s backing in it, and your Uncle Sherlock’s as well,” I told her. “Once I demanded an accounting of council’s history and learned how profligate they’d been with Slayers’ lives, I could do nothing less.”




So it was that I was nearly throttled by my daughter hugging me with delighted abandon.




“Why, Father,” she declared, delighted, “you’re nearly as duplicitous as me and Jane.”




“Now you’re having me on,” I told her.




“No, never!”




“What, never?” I teased her.




“No, never!”




“What, never?” I repeated.




She grinned. “Hardly ever!”




Hemmings found us, laughing over our old joke. 




“A pair of visitors for you, sir,” he said, presenting the silver tray which held a single visiting card.




He, like Holmes, performed a vital function for the Watchers Council. Each young man recruited into service with us was required to spend three months at Holmes’s elbow—which was the longest he could tolerate even the best of them—and a full six months under Hemmings’s diligent tutelage. The recruits who survived Holmes’s trial by fire in criminology, deductive logic, single stick, and the manufacture and use of disguises were singularly skilled in combating the non-magical evils of an agent’s life. The ones who survived Hemmings’s lessons in the martial art of judo as well as the art of buttling were both capable and humble.




I picked up the card. John Clayton, Lord Greystoke. Two visitors and only one card implied the other was his wife, Lady Greystoke. I was unfamiliar with the title and showed it to Agatha, who made a face of mystification.




“Did they state their business?” I asked.




“Not as such,” Hemmings answered, looking peculiarly solemn. “But I felt it would be apparent as soon as you saw them.”




So, I had both strangers and strange behavior from the manager of my household. Curiouser and curiouser. With a look at Agatha, I got to my feet and started for the parlor on the floor below. She followed, curious as Commander Fluffybritches.




In the parlor, the couple stood, wearing the latest in Paris fashions, their backs to me. The young man wore his hair in an old fashioned queue, and he turned before I walked into the room. His hearing must have been excellent. He was tall, athletic, handsome—so far as I can judge these things in another man—and possessed striking grey eyes. For a moment, I recalled the second visit Lady Dawn had made to us, when she introduced her fiance. They had been just as well matched a couple. His untimely death so soon after their marriage had nearly broken her.




I heard Agatha make an unladylike grunt under her breath, the kind of sound from when she took a blow in sparring or ran into something she wholeheartedly found disagreeable, and the young woman turned to face us. 




“Jane?” Agatha asked. “Jane! You utter beast!”




The woman in front of us smiled widely, and I saw my daughter, Jane, returned from certain death, married, and from the thickness of her previously trim waist, already expecting. Her husband, Lord Greystoke, hovered protectively near her and watched with solemn, delighted eyes, as Jane and Agatha embraced. Yet, I found myself completely unable to speak or even, it seemed, to breathe properly.




Many years ago, Holmes apparently died at Reichenbach Falls, fighting his archenemy, Moriarty. When he staged a dramatic reappearance in my office with no warning at all, I was rendered completely insensate, dropped like a pole-axed steer. This time as well, I was sunk without a single protest.




“Father!” both my girls squealed, and then it was all one great tumult and darkness.




By the time I recovered my senses, I was laid out on the settee, a cold compress on my head, my shoes removed, my tie undone, and my daughters each patting a hand and cooing over me. Lord Greystoke stood behind Jane, concerned but otherwise unruffled.




“Girls, girls,” I said, my voice annoyingly weak, “please do not make such a fuss over me.”




“Really, Jane,” Agatha demanded. “How could you?”




“Oh, as if you didn’t do the same thing after you jumped off Notre Dame into the Seine,” Jane replied.




“Not nine months later!” Agatha protested.




“Jane,” Lord Greystoke murmured, and I saw him caress her cheek. “Doucement, ma cher.”




She turned her gaze towards him, and I saw in it the absolute love and devotion Mary had once given me. I resolved, stricken though I was, to have a short discussion with this Lord Greystoke before the night was out, about how I expected him to treat her no matter what the circumstances. He did at least appear to be off to a good start.




“Oh, very well,” Jane demurred. “I am sorry, Father. I hadn’t thought our arrival would affect you so.”




“Lord and Lady?” I asked. 




“We exchanged vows nearly four months ago, sir.” Lord Greystroke told me. “And formalized them when we reached Calais.”




He had the strangest manner of speaking, which I couldn’t put my finger on. It was as if he had learned to speak in the softest tone he could and still be heard, and half of what he communicated was written plain on his face and across his stance. He loved her. He loved her desperately and passionately.




“And your family, sir?” I asked. “How did they receive the news?”




Jane and Agatha both had their own titles. They were Knights of the Stake, an order created for them and all Slayers by Her Majesty, Queen Victoria, something of which I was inordinately proud. Having earned their own titles, I had thought it unlikely either of them would allow it to be subjugated to a husband’s title, but a husband’s family might insist otherwise.




“They were overjoyed,” he answered with all sincerity.




“A great deal of hooting and hollering,” Jane added, eyes sparkling, “pounding the ground with their fists, and a fair amount of running back and forth with wild excitement.”




Puzzled, I stared at her.




“It’s a long story,” she said, patting my hand.




“You absolute rotter,” Agatha declared. 




Greystoke looked concerned at his sister-in-law’s hostility to his wife.




“Oh, don’t worry, Tarzan, my love,” Jane said, surpressing a smile. “She’s only upset because I went off and had a tremendous amount of fun without her.”




Tarzan?
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