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PART ONE





CHAPTER 1: LUCY

“It’s been a week!” Gregson’s voice was so harsh as to be almost savage. “Seven days, and we’re no nearer to finding Amy than we were the night she was taken.”

Jack and I exchanged a look that Gregson, pacing back and forth across our living room, didn’t see.

Tobias Gregson had been an Inspector with Scotland Yard until roughly a year ago, when he had angered the wrong people in authority. He had lost his position and been broken down to a lowly beat constable in Whitechapel, one of London’s most grim and dangerous neighbourhoods.

A little less than a month ago, he had been attacked by agents of those same wrong people—stabbed in the street and left for dead. He was still on medical leave from his police duties, and clearly still not fully recovered.

A tall man with a rangy, broad-shouldered build, Gregson was breathing hard just from the effort of maintaining his pacing and I could see that his cheeks were unhealthily flushed. I knew better than to say anything about sitting down, though. In his place, I would have felt and done the same. In fact, I had done the same. Jack had been kidnapped about six months previously, and I had nearly worn a visible track across the 221B Baker Street floor.

“Holmes wouldn’t have summoned us—both of us—if he didn’t believe that he had a credible lead,” I told Gregson.

Gregson stopped walking and looked down at the telegram that he still held crumpled in one hand. I already knew what it said, since apart from the name and address, it was an exact replica of the message that lay beside me on the arm of the sofa. The same message that thanks to an earlier telephone call, I knew Inspector Lestrade had received, as well.


Come at once. Windermere Hotel, Newby Bridge, Cumbria. Important to dress in holiday attire.

—S.H.



“Newby Bridge,” Gregson read aloud. “That’s where the dead girl was found—the one whose death Amy was investigating.”

“I know. And it cannot be a coincidence that Holmes is asking us to come there.”

“He can’t have found Amy, though.” Gregson’s jaw was tensed, his voice almost flat, as though by sheer force of will he was removing every scrap of emotion from the words. “He would have said as much if he had.”

“No. But he must have a credible reason to believe she may be held somewhere close by.”

“Or she could be dead.”

Jack and I exchanged another look. I tilted my head in silent question. Jack shook his head in answer.

Unfortunately, it was all too true that Amy could be dead by now.

What wasn’t entirely true was that we had no leads as to who was behind Amy’s kidnapping.

We knew of a certainty that it was the Syndicate. We even had a name—although not one that we could overtly investigate.

The organised crime network known as the Syndicate was successful expressly because it numbered among its members men in the highest ranks of authority, both within the government and Scotland Yard.

That was one of the reasons why Jack hadn’t even tried applying for leave from his own duties at Scotland Yard so that he could come north with us. Towards the end of our last investigation, Becky and Flynn had stumbled on a clue that had given us the name of a possible Syndicate man: a Scotland Yard superintendent.

And so Jack was going to remain here in London, where he could secretly, and I hoped carefully, amass whatever information he could on that one viable suspect.

But Jack had said, and I’d been forced to agree, that for the sake of everyone’s safety—Amy’s, Gregson’s, and even Sherlock Holmes’s and our own—we couldn’t let Gregson know about any of that.

Holmes tended to distrust any and all emotion to an arguably unhealthy degree. But in this case, he would be perfectly correct in claiming that Gregson’s feelings were bound up too closely in the case for him to be trusted to behave rationally.

Amy Thiel was … I hardly knew how to describe her relationship to Gregson. They weren’t formally engaged, that much I did know. But I also knew that Gregson cared for her, and she felt the same for him—which was how she had become involved in the case that had led to her kidnapping.

Less than a month ago, Amy had come to Holmes and asked—demanded, rather—to help bring down the organisation responsible for Gregson’s demotion and near-murder.

Holmes had agreed, giving her the assignment to investigate an institute for spiritual enlightenment, run by an Indian swami or holy man whom we strongly suspected of being a fraud. One young woman—a girl called Katherine Harrison—had died, leaving her entire fortune to the swami’s institute, and another woman had gone missing.

By the end of the case, we had proved that the swami was indeed a fraud; not only was he far from being holy, he wasn’t even of Indian descent. We had found the missing woman, and we had uncovered evidence that Katherine Harrison’s death had indeed been murder. We had even unmasked the true villain behind the running of the institute.

But at that point, Amy was already gone, taken by the same organisation that the Institute of the Western Dawn served.

Now Holmes was summoning us to the very spot where Katherine Harrison had died, drowned in what at the time had appeared to be a boating accident.

Jack spoke for the first time. “You’re not going to do Amy any good thinking that way. You have to assume she’s alive until we know for certain she’s not. That’s the only way you’ll get her back.”

His voice was quiet, but he spoke with the force of authority behind the words. He had been in Gregson’s position, too, when I’d been held captive by one of our more unpleasant adversaries.

Gregson bowed his head momentarily, looking down at his own clenched hands, but at last he nodded.

“Has the Spears woman been interrogated again?” he asked.

Jack was sitting beside me on the sofa. I could feel the tension in his arm and shoulder muscles, although his voice was even. “She was moved into a solitary cell yesterday at Holloway prison. This morning, she was found dead. She’d apparently hung herself, using knotted-up lengths of cloth she’d torn from her dress and petticoat.”

Jack had given me the news already, but even I felt a drop in the pit of my stomach as he said it. Gregson’s face blanched, his expression tightening as though he’d been struck a blow.

“That’s that, then.”

“Yes.”

In a way, the death of Miss Spears—the one witness who knew by her own admission exactly where Amy had been taken—could have been expected.

We had already seen this same pattern of eliminating possible witnesses. I didn’t have a single doubt that one of those higher authorities had given the order for Miss Spears to be moved into solitary confinement. Or that someone else, following further orders, had murdered her and staged her death to look like a suicide.

But knowing that didn’t make it any less devastating to lose our best chance at finding Amy—or bring us any nearer to rescuing her, if she was still alive.

The fact that Holmes had summoned us north to Newby Bridge was at least a glimmer of hope that he might have found another lead.

Gregson evidently felt the same, because he braced his hands against his knees and rose to go. “In that case, I’d better get ready, if we’re to be at Euston Station first thing tomorrow morning.” His eyes were still dark with worry, but for the first time, the slightest trace of a smile touched the edges of his mouth. “I can at least look forwards to seeing what Lestrade looks like in holiday clothes.”





CHAPTER 2: BECKY

Inspector Lestrade looked miserable when he was trying to dress like something other than a policeman. He was wearing a khaki cycling suit, with knickers that only came down to his knees, striped socks, and white and brown saddle shoes. Underneath the brim of his flat cloth cap, he looked as gloomy as though his last friend in the world had just died.

Not that Flynn was looking any happier with their disguises.

Becky poked him in the side. “Stop tugging at your collar!”

Flynn scowled at her. “It’s too tight! And everything itches!”

He was wearing a brown tweed Norfolk suit, with knickers like Inspector Lestrade’s and black stockings.

“I don’t care, people are starting to look at you.”

Their train was already here, departing from Euston Station in just a few minutes. Sunlight streaming through a vast peaked glass roof far overhead illuminated the platform where they waited to get on board. Crowds of people were pushing luggage carts, saying last good-byes, and rushing to find their train carriages.

Flynn started to say something in reply—probably something rude—but Becky didn’t hear it, because at that moment, Inspector Lestrade suddenly jumped as though he’d been stung, then spun away, muttering something under his breath to Dr. Watson, who was standing beside him.

Becky scanned the people coming towards them along the platform, trying to spot which of them could have made Inspector Lestrade react that way.

There were three women in big hats, trying to coax a scared-looking poodle to approach the chugging and puffing train. Probably not them. Three young men with hiking rucksacks … an elderly man hobbling along with a walking stick …

Then Becky spotted a tall man who seemed to stand out from the others. Not because he looked so very different. He had brown hair and was wearing an ordinary brown suit and a brown bowler hat. His face wasn’t especially remarkable either—at least, not at first glance. But he still caught Becky’s attention because of the look in his eyes.

His eyes were … she searched for a word, trying to describe it to herself. Dark was the nearest she could come. His gaze was empty, somehow, and yet at the same time mean-looking, and when a plump older woman accidentally stepped across his path and bumped against him, Becky almost shivered at the way his jaw tightened and his face twisted with sudden anger.

Lucy had spotted him, too. She watched as the man in the brown suit walked past them, hopping onto one of the carriages towards the back of the train. Then she stepped casually up to Inspector Lestrade, and Becky heard her murmur, “An acquaintance of yours, I gather?”

Lestrade looked cautiously around, as though checking to make sure that the man really was on the train and that there was no one else he recognised nearby.

Then he straightened his tie and said, “Fingers Hagopian.” He frowned and looked up and down the station platform again. “I hope to heaven that he doesn’t bump into Gregson anywhere—he might recognise him, too.”

For safety’s sake, Gregson wasn’t travelling with the rest of their party. Becky wasn’t even sure whether he was on this train or a later one.

“Who is Fingers Hagopian?” Lucy asked.

“He’s a street tough. Works as an enforcer for the moneylenders in Bedford Row. Got his nickname on account of his penchant for cutting off the fingers of those who can’t pay their debts on time.”

“Charming.” Lucy was looking thoughtful, her eyes on the train compartment that Hagopian had just boarded.

Flynn stepped forward. “Want me to …” He jerked his head towards that same carriage.

Lestrade looked pained. Becky knew he liked asking Flynn for help about as much as he apparently liked wearing holiday clothes.

But Lucy nodded before he could answer. “Oh, I think so. Although of course it might be simply a coincidence that we’re on the same train.”

But her voice said that she very much doubted it—and Becky agreed completely. Coincidences did happen, but almost never when you were somewhere Mr. Holmes had asked you to be.

“Can I go along?” Becky held her breath, waiting for Lucy to answer.

Lucy hesitated a moment, but finally nodded. “Yes. The two of you together might actually look more innocent that just one alone.” She reached into her handbag. “Here are your tickets, in case the conductor asks for them. And here are a few shillings.” She dropped a handful of coins into Becky’s hand. “If anyone asks, your mother said that you could go to the restaurant car to buy some sweets, all right?”

Becky nodded, and since she didn’t want to give Lucy the chance to change her mind about letting her go, she turned and darted after Flynn, weaving through the crowd until they came to Hagopian’s carriage.

Flynn peered in through the window. “Not here,” he reported. “Must have gone through to a different one.”

He opened the door and swung himself up into the carriage, which was occupied by a harried-looking mother who was trying to make four small children sit down in their seats. The good news was that she was too flustered to even give Flynn and Becky a glance as they passed through. The bad news was that they didn’t have any idea where Hagopian might be now.

They paused when they got to the narrow corridor that ran along the whole length of the train on the other side of the carriages.

Flynn asked, “Forwards or back?”

“Back.” Becky nodded towards the rear of the train. “We can start with the very last carriage and work our way up; that way we’re sure not to miss him.”

Just as they started walking, the train whistle gave a shrill warning blast. They’d be leaving soon.

“So what’s Jack doing while we’re away?” Flynn asked.

Becky’s stomach clenched. She’s promised Flynn that she would tell him as soon as they got the chance to talk privately. But she also hated being reminded of the fact that Jack was going to be on his own in London while they were miles and miles north in the Lake District. They wouldn’t be able to help him—and if something happened to him, they might not even find out about it for days.

She kept trying to push that thought away, but it was like trying to scrape chewing gum off the bottom of your shoe: the more you tried, the more it stuck and smeared and clung.

“Remember the bronze trinket we found outside of Superintendent Sheffield’s house?” she asked Flynn.

Sheffield was on a list of Scotland Yard officials they were investigating, men who might possibly be working for the Syndicate.

“Of course.”

“Well, we know it matched the trinket from the charm bracelet worn by the killer in the Bloomsbury Guru case.” At least, that was what Becky would title the story if she ever wrote it all up the way Dr. Watson did.

“So she must have been at the Superintendent’s house sometime,” Flynn said. “And lost the trinket.”

“We think so. Jack and Lucy do.”

Becky remembered the conversation that she’d overheard between Jack and Lucy last night. They had thought she was asleep, but she had crept out, very quietly, to the top of the stairs so that she could listen to them talk—and it showed just how worried they both really were, because they hadn’t even thought to check whether she was there.

“Lucy said it could be someone just wants us to think that—and dropped the trinket on purpose to make us suspect Superintendent Sheffield.”

They’d reached the very last car of the train, a smoking carriage for gentlemen. Flynn peered through the glass window in the compartment door, shook his head, then said, “Doesn’t seem likely. They would have had to know that we’d be going to Sheffield’s place, and even then, it wasn’t likely we’d spot the trinket. Anyone could have picked it up.”

Someone had, in fact: a small boy who lived on the same street as Sheffield had picked up the trinket—a tiny bronze figurine of a Hindu god- and offered to sell it to Becky.

“That’s what Jack said,” she told Flynn. “That it was a roundabout and not very reliable way of trying to plant evidence against someone.”

“So, seems like Sheffield must be our man.”

“Yes.”

“And that’s why Jack is staying behind in London?” Flynn asked. “To take a closer look at Superintendent Sheffield?”

“Yes.” Becky blinked hard as she remembered Lucy saying to Jack, “Please be careful.”

Lucy was strong and brave and almost never afraid of anything, but her voice had gone a bit wobbly, as though she were trying not to cry.

“Come on,” she told Flynn. “It will take us the entire train ride to find—” she caught herself. There were other people moving along the corridor, finding their own compartments. She’d better not say the name out loud. “To find who we’re looking for if we don’t go quicker than this.”

They peered through the windows to three more carriages, none of which had Fingers Hagopian inside. Then they came to one that had the window shade drawn all the way down.

Flynn looked at her. Becky shrugged and reached for the door handle. The memory of the cold, angry glare of Hagopian’s eyes popped into her mind, making her insides squirm as though she’d swallowed eels for breakfast. But before she could lose her nerve, she pushed the door open.

A white-haired old lady with a pile of knitting in her lap gave Becky a startled look.

“I’m very sorry. I thought this was my carriage,” Becky told her.

The woman set her knitting aside, clucking her tongue. “Oh dear, you poor child, are you lost?”

It took Becky five minutes to convince the elderly woman that no, she really didn’t need any help finding her way back to her own compartment. She escaped—practically slamming the door in the woman’s face, but she didn’t care.

“Next time, you can be the one to go in—” she started to tell Flynn. But Flynn stopped her with a hand on her arm and a sharp, Shhhh!

“There. Three—no, four doors down,” he whispered.

He didn’t point; he wouldn’t want to attract anyone’s attention. But Becky looked, and saw that four doors down from the carriage she’d just left, a man stood looking up and down the corridor, as though he were waiting for someone who hadn’t yet arrived.

Brown suit, brown hat, hard, angry eyes.

“That’s him,” Becky murmured.

Just then, the train gave a final blast of its whistle and started with a lurch, throwing them both off balance as it began to chug out of the station. Hagopian gave one final scowling glance up and down the corridor, then retreated into his carriage, banging the door behind him.

Flynn braced a hand against the wall to keep his footing. “Wonder who it is he’s expecting.”

“And whether they’re on the train or if something happened to stop them coming,” Becky agreed.

They both started along the corridor towards Hagopian’s carriage, walking carefully to keep from falling as the train picked up more speed. Hagopian didn’t have his privacy shade pulled down. Glancing quickly inside as they passed, Becky saw him sitting on one of the velvet upholstered seats.

He was still scowling and looking angry, which wasn’t a surprise. What was surprising was that he wasn’t alone.

There was a second man in the compartment with him. He was facing Hagopian and had his back to the corridor, so all Becky could see was that he had a slim build and was wearing a grey suit and a light grey hat.

“Conductor,” Flynn said in a warning tone.

He was right. One of the train conductors was moving towards them from down the corridor, wearing the kind of determined expression grown-ups got when they were about to say that you shouldn’t be somewhere and had better go back where you belonged. And where were your parents and why weren’t they keeping an eye on you?

Becky pretended to stumble, holding onto the edge of the carriage-door frame as though she was trying to keep her balance, to buy herself a few seconds more time.

The man in the grey suit didn’t turn around, but he did make a sweeping gesture with one hand. Becky couldn’t hear what he was saying, not above the noise of the train’s engine, but she thought the gesture looked angry, or at least frustrated, stabbing the air for emphasis.

The train lurched, going around a curve, which made Becky actually fall this time, thumping against the compartment door. Hagopian looked up, and just for a split second, his eyes, cold and as soulless as a snake’s, met hers. Then Flynn pulled her away so that they could hurry down the corridor—passing the conductor, who opened his mouth and then closed it again as they rushed by, not giving him a chance to tell them they should go back to their own carriage.

“What do you think?” Flynn asked, when they had passed through into the next car.

“I couldn’t really see anything. Just that Hagopian had someone in there with him, and that they might be arguing.”

“Want to try going back? The conductor’s bound to have moved on by now. We could try pretending we’d made a mistake about which carriage was ours again.”

Becky hesitated. The memory of Hagopian’s gaze boring into hers was making her want to shiver, and she didn’t like feeling afraid. Usually the only way to get over being scared of something was to just go ahead and jump straight into whatever it was. At least, that was what she’d always found.

But she shook her head. “No. We’d better be careful.”

Flynn made a show of looking her up and down. “Sorry, what did you just say?”

Since she’d got them both into trouble more times than she could count, that was probably fair, but Becky rolled her eyes at him anyway. “Hagopian saw me, at least for a second. He wouldn’t believe me if I came back again and said I was lost.”

Flynn thought about that and nodded. “All right. In that case, we’d better get along to our own carriage and tell Dr. Watson and everyone else what we found out.”

“We should keep an eye on his compartment, though, to see whether he rides the train all the way to Newby Bridge or gets off somewhere earlier,” Becky said.

Flynn nodded. “I can come back and check on him now and again. He didn’t see me.”

Becky frowned, thinking how unlucky she’d been to bump against the carriage door just at the wrong moment. Or clumsy. She hated making mistakes even more than she hated the feeling of being scared.

“Just make sure he doesn’t see you.” As soon as she said it, Becky wished she hadn’t, because none of this was Flynn’s fault—and besides, keeping track of Hagopian was more important than whether Flynn got picked for an assignment instead of her.

She got lucky, though, because Flynn wasn’t really listening. “I’ll tell you who I feel sorry for in all of this.”

“Who?”

“Gregson.”

That was so unexpected that Becky made a show of looking him up and down, just the way he had done to her a minute ago.

“I’m sorry, what did you just say?”

Usually, Jack was the only policeman Flynn could remotely tolerate. Being in the same room with anyone else from Scotland Yard made him look as if he were going to break out in hives.

“Gregson’s lost his own place at Scotland Yard—and he knows Inspector Lestrade’s going to be working with Mr. Holmes on this case. Seeing Lestrade’s got to be about like rubbing salt in a wound.”

Becky hadn’t thought about that. But even when Gregson and Lestrade had both been inspectors, she knew they’d been rivals. As jealous as a pair of professional beauties was the way that Dr. Watson had described them in one of his stories.

“No wonder Gregson decided not to travel up north with us,” Flynn said.

Becky considered. What had happened to Gregson wasn’t fair. The world wasn’t a fair place, she knew that. But still, there were times when you couldn’t just sit back and do nothing, you had to put whatever was wrong right again.

“We’ll just have to help Gregson solve the case,” she said. “Or at least make it look as though he has.”

It was Flynn’s turn to look startled. “What? Why?”

“So that Inspector Lestrade will be forced to put in a good word for him at Scotland Yard, of course. He won’t like it, but if Mr. Holmes is there to back Gregson up, he won’t have a choice.” She nodded, making up her mind. “We need to make sure that Gregson gets his job of Inspector back again.”





CHAPTER 3: FLYNN

The train pulled in to the Windermere station right on schedule. Flynn, Becky, Lucy and Lestrade were among the first to get off.

Mr. Holmes was on time as well, and striding across the platform to meet them. It gave Flynn a strange feeling of pride to see that he and Mr. Holmes were dressed alike, in brown wool jacket, knickers, and stockings, though Mr. Holmes wore his tweed cap with the tied-up ear flaps and Flynn was wearing a flat cap.

“Holiday attire,” Mr. Holmes said, looking at Flynn, Dr. Watson, and Lestrade, and then giving a nod to Lucy, who had selected Flynn’s attire. “Satisfactory.”

“Oh, to be sure, we’ll blend right in, no doubt about that,” Lestrade said, still looking grumpy. “But we have news. On the train, we saw Hagopian, the mob enforcer.”

“Indeed?” Holmes raised a brow. “Ah, yes, the man with a penchant for mutilation. Have you seen him getting off?”

They all shook their heads. “He was sitting with a man dressed in grey,” Becky said. “But we didn’t get a look at that man’s face.”

“They may have just come for a holiday,” Lucy said.

“Perhaps it would be well to ascertain their whereabouts nonetheless,” Mr. Holmes said. “Flynn, can I leave that to you?”

At Flynn’s nod, Mr. Holmes continued, “We are staying at the Windermere Hotel, where we are about to meet our client. You can see it from here: the large grey stone structure up the hill. Flynn, please join us there when you have learned where Mr. Hagopian is staying. If Hagopian’s companion accompanies him, please let us know. But your primary target is Hagopian.”

When the others had departed, Flynn positioned himself at the corner of the station, where he could see the main entrance. It had been only a minute or two when he saw Hagopian emerge from the entrance dressed in a brown suit and brown bowler hat. The man in grey was nowhere to be seen, but behind Hagopian came a uniformed porter pushing a luggage cart that contained two pieces of luggage: a suitcase, and a brown and white cylindrical affair made of leather and canvas that Flynn knew to be a bag for carrying golf clubs.

Flynn saw Hagopian tip the porter, shoulder the golf bag, and pick up his own suitcase. The last of the cabs was just leaving. Hagopian wouldn’t be walking far, Flynn thought, not burdened down that way. He could see the white leather top of the golf bag, bouncing above the mobster’s shoulders with each step. That would be an easy target to follow, even if a crowd of people should suddenly appear.

Hagopian set out along the narrow pavement in a kind of wobbly walk, to balance, Flynn thought, the suitcase on his left and his golf bag on the right. He turned to go up a hill away from the station and in the opposite direction from the hotel, then onto another street that led into a wooded area and emerged at a wide, green field like the Regent’s Park in London, only with longer grass. Hagopian barely slowed, just wobbled right along, straight across the green field, but he turned around from time to time to see if he was being followed.

Waiting at the edge of the woods, Flynn had to think for a few moments. Then he decided he would stay within the cover of the trees and hurry around the field, so that he could be on the far side just after Hagopian arrived.

He got there just as Hagopian continued his straight line of progress, entering the narrow strip of woods and continuing through to the other side. Flynn followed him, emerging onto another village street, this one with small shops on either side and a dark-green-painted inn squarely in the middle.

Hagopian stopped in front of the inn and set down his bag and golf clubs. Flynn stopped too, across the street from the inn and in front of a teashop.

Hagopian clapped his hands together, waking a uniformed bellman who had been drowsing in a rocking chair on the porch. The bellman scrambled up and hurried down the porch steps to the pavement.

Flynn quickly turned away, pretending to study whatever was in the teashop window while keeping an eye on the reflection of the inn.

On display inside the window, Flynn noticed, were cakes and rolls, along with a menu held up on a stand for passersby to read. The cakes were thick with icing and looked too sweet for Flynn’s taste.

In the reflection, Flynn could see Hagopian hand over a coin to the bellman, and the bellman pick up the two bags and start up the steps. Now, Flynn thought, Hagopian would follow the bellman up onto the porch and inside to register for a room in the inn.

But instead, Hagopian turned back and, after a last look over his shoulder at his departing luggage, headed straight across the street, in the direction of the teashop.

Flynn opened the door and hurried inside the teashop as a small bell above him announced his arrival.

Glad that he had dressed respectably, and that he had money enough to pay for something if the mobster followed him in, Flynn nodded to the lady behind the counter. “Table, please?” he asked.

“Any one y’ like.” She inclined her head towards the rear of the shop, where several tables were empty. At the one occupied table, a uniformed waitress hovered over a seated customer, a large man in a brown checked suit. The waitress, a stout woman, was pouring tea.

Flynn grabbed a menu from the counter and slid into one of the chairs at a table for two. He hid his face behind the menu. Then he heard the tinkle of the little bell over the door.

A glance showed him that Hagopian was coming in. The woman at the counter greeted him with, “May I help you?”

Hagopian said, “No need.”

There has to be a doorway at the back, Flynn thought.

The waitress finished pouring, murmured something to her customer, and moved away.

That was when Flynn recognized the man in the brown checked suit.

It was the Burner, a crooked copper Flynn had tangled with before. The Burner worked for the Syndicate. And what was worse, he’d recognise Flynn in a heartbeat if he got a good look at him.

Flynn leaned a little to one side to see beyond the waitress. The Burner was getting to his feet, his dark eyes glowering beneath his heavy black brows and massive forehead.

Flynn tensed, still hiding his face behind the menu, ready to bolt. He would wait till Hagopian blocked the Burner’s view, he decided, and then make a dash for the front entrance. Once in the street he would run for it.

But then the Burner, standing, pulled out the other chair at his table and made a ‘sit here’ gesture with his left hand. The Burner’s right arm, Flynn noticed, dangled at his side.

Hagopian took the chair.

Flynn felt relief wash over him like a spring breeze. Hagopian had come here to meet the Burner.

Flynn would be able to report that to Mr. Holmes. He also had a good idea why the Burner’s right hand hung down like that. A couple weeks ago he’d rescued Becky from the Burner by jumping down from a wall and hitting the Burner’s neck with both feet.

The Burner wouldn’t be able to grab him as easily now.

Behind the menu, Flynn leaned forwards and tried to hear what the two men said. They sat to his left, across from each other, at the table about ten feet away. Flynn twisted in his chair, angling his body so that the menu obscured his face, but he could still make out what they did from the corner of his eye.

Both men kept their heads down. Flynn strained to hear their conversation, without success.

Then Flynn saw the Burner take something from his inside jacket pocket. As the Burner placed it on the white tablecloth, Flynn recognised it as a photograph. Then the Burner pulled out a map and set that down beside the photograph.

Hagopian studied the photograph for a long moment, glanced at the map, and then tucked them both into the pocket of his own jacket.

The Burner waited, motionless and expectant.

Hagopian pulled a thick white envelope from his trousers pocket. It made a dull thud as it hit the tablecloth.

A woman’s voice startled him. “Now, my little man, have you made up your mind?”

It was the waitress, bright eyes beaming down at him above her plump cheeks. Flynn had been so intent on staying concealed that his gaze hadn’t risen above the menu.

What to do? He couldn’t call attention to himself by not ordering, yet this was a critical moment. If he could, he had to overhear what the Burner and Hagopian were saying to one another.

He recalled a gesture Mr. Holmes used from time to time, and held up one finger to signal that she ought to wait. Holding his breath, he pretended to study the menu one last time.

He heard Hagopian say, “Five minutes.” Then he saw Hagopian get up and walk away, right out of the teashop, brisk and purposeful. The little doorbell tinkled as the door closed behind him. Flynn would have followed immediately, but the Burner was still at the other table and would certainly recognise Flynn.

He couldn’t see the front window of the tea shop because the waitress, still smiling fixedly down at him, was blocking his view.

“Scones and tea,” he said. “Milky tea.”

She went away to fetch his order and now he could see that Hagopian was going up the jute-carpeted steps to the Inn. Flynn relaxed. He could keep an eye on the entrance, wait the five minutes for the Burner to delay exiting, and have his tea and scones in the bargain. Not bad, he thought. If Hagopian would just be cooperative enough to stay in the Inn.

The tea was hot and sweet. The scones had butter and jam. Flynn had gone hungry too often not to appreciate a good meal when he found one. But then he heard a chair scrape on the wooden floor; the Burner was getting to his feet. Flynn bent lower over his table and sipped his tea, letting the cup obscure his face. The Burner strode to the counter. Flynn risked a glance. The big man stood at the counter, paying his bill, doling out coins awkwardly with his good hand.

Soon the Burner had gone, without a backward glance. As the echoes of the bell over the teashop door faded, Flynn stood up. Through the window he could see the porch of the inn, still empty, and the Burner, making a sharp left turn on the pavement outside and vanishing from view.

Flynn gave the woman at the counter two shillings and went out, his heart pounding with excitement. He realised what had just happened. Hagopian had paid the Burner, presumably for some service performed. The Burner had given Hagopian a photograph and a map. Was it possible that the photograph had been of Miss Amy Thiel, and that the map had been marked to show where she was being held?

Flynn stood on the pavement outside the teashop and opposite the inn, considering. Obviously, Hagopian would go to the location on the map. If Flynn could follow, he could then somehow get word to Mr. Holmes. It would be a spectacular success—though Mr. Holmes would likely use the word ‘satisfactory.’

Flynn turned to his right, scrutinising the store fronts, selecting a good vantage point from which to watch the Inn.

Then an evil and all-too-familiar voice came from behind him.

“Gotcha, kid.”

The Burner.

Then came a hard and painful blow to the left side of Flynn’s skull.

After a long moment of darkness, he felt himself being hauled up, awkwardly, so that his arms and legs dangled. Dimly, he realised he had been slung over the Burner’s shoulder. The Burner was walking, each step jarring Flynn’s ribs and making his head ache.

He heard the Burner’s voice, now genial and sympathetic, talking to someone else. “Oh, aye, me nephew’s come over faint, poor lad. If you’ll excuse me, I must get him to my sister’s place.”

Then Flynn heard and felt nothing more.





CHAPTER 4: WATSON

“I called you because I desperately need your help.”

We had just seated ourselves in the dark, grotto-like private dining room behind the downstairs tavern of in the Windermere Hotel. Yellow light from the kerosene lamps flickered across the rough granite stone walls, casting shadows across the square-jawed features of our host and client, Sir Clarence Croft, Baron of Croftsmere. The young Baron, who was also a prominent local barrister, appeared nearly beside himself with worry. I observed dark shadowy pouches under his eyes and he was ill-shaven, with a square of sticking plaster on his neck as though he had cut himself. His voice trembled with anxiety.

Holmes said, “We have come for that very purpose, Sir Clarence, our holiday attire notwithstanding.” He then made introductions of Lucy, Becky, and myself, concluding with, “and this is Inspector Lestrade, of Scotland Yard. I have relied on his assistance—”

“But the Metropolitan Police—” Sir Clarence interjected.

“I’m quite aware of the difficulty, you may be certain of that,” Lestrade said, his ferret-like features pinched and earnest in an attempt at empathy. “I will trust no one here, least of all the local police, for it is quite possible that the disease of corruption has spread this far. You should know that I am fully aware of the blackmail ring and—”

Holmes raised his palm in a gesture for silence. “And we do appreciate all you have done to help us gather evidence, Sir Clarence. However, I am sure Inspector Lestrade will agree that in view of your evident distress, we may do well to put that investigation aside for the moment. Please tell us what is troubling you so urgently.”

The barrister stared, first at Holmes, then at Lestrade, then at each one of us in turn. Then he took a deep breath, as though to steady himself. “It is hard for me even to think of what has happened, Mr. Holmes. Let me first say that ten years ago yesterday, my unfortunate older brother Lawrence, drowned during a violent storm out on the lake. Belinda, now my dear wife, was with him that day on the boat—”

“What sort of boat?” Lestrade asked, ignoring Holmes’s look of remonstration. “A rowboat?”

“No, a passenger boat, steam-powered, quite seaworthy even during a storm. You can see her in the harbour on the lake. She is called the Swift, and her maiden voyage was on that horrible day ten years ago.” He paused, and drew another long, shuddering breath. “And yesterday, as though to commemorate and compound the tragedy, Belinda vanished. What is more, I believe she boarded the same vessel, the Swift, yesterday afternoon.”

“Have you notified the police?” asked Lestrade.

Sir Clarence shook his head.

“Quite understandable, under the circumstances,” Lucy said.

“I am just so anxious for her safe return, and so fearful that she may be—” He broke down, unable to go on, hiding his face in his palms.

“We are here to help,” said Holmes. He placed a hand on the trembling forearm of our client for just a moment. “Now, what of your household, Sir Clarence? Are they aware?”

“I must pull myself together. Yes, I know that. Must do that, and do it now.” He sat up and grasped the edge of the table with both hands. “Now, to answer you, Mr. Holmes, my mother and the staff are all aware, and all have agreed not to disclose the fact of Belinda’s … disappearance. If she has been abducted, her captors may demand secrecy and may harm her—”

“We quite understand,” Holmes said. “You may rely on our discretion as well.”

“Thank you. My mother and the staff await you at Croftsmere, my estate. It is on the lake not far from here. I have told my mother that you can be trusted.”

“Is Lady Sybil aware of …” Holmes let his voice trail off as our waiter appeared, bearing a tray well-laden with provisions for our midday meal.

Sir Clarence waited till we had been served and the waiter had gone before replying. “No, she is not. I have not told my mother about the … other investigation. She is in fragile health and has a weak heart, although she is still very active in the community. My father died recently, and her widowhood may have a great deal to do with her condition. Due to her sensitivity, I have allowed her to remain living with us at Croftsmere.”

Holmes nodded. “Now, as to our assignments. In view of Lady Sybil’s sensitivity, I propose that Lucy and Becky go to Croftsmere to interview her and the staff. Watson and I will make some inquiries in town.”

“Where?” asked Lestrade.

He ought to have known not to expect a straight answer from Holmes, who is notable for keeping the details of his investigations under wraps until he chooses to reveal his results. However, on this occasion, Holmes gave an offhand reply.

“We must see what transpires,” he said. “I expect we shall go to the harbor to see what we can learn from the Swift.”

“I’ll join you there,” said Sir Clarence.

“I shall go to the police station,” Lestrade said.

“You won’t tell—” interrupted Sir Clarence.

“—of your wife’s disappearance? No, certainly not. You may rely on my discretion, Sir Clarence. I shall make inquiries at the station concerning the death of Katherine Harrison, the young woman who also died in a boating accident six months ago.”

Sir Clarence nodded, relieved. “We heard about that, of course.”

“And we believe it may be connected with that other matter we are investigating in London,” I added. I did not want to mention the connection with The Institute of the Western Dawn, because I did not wish to dwell on a case that, while important, would not compare in urgency with the disappearance of Sir Clarence’s wife.

“Say,” Lestrade said, looking past our table and out to the dimly lit tavern, where people stood drinking and conversing at the crowded bar. “You don’t suppose Gregson’s out there drinking with the lads, do you? Wasn’t he supposed to meet us here at the hotel?”

“I expect his train was delayed,” said Holmes. “I shall leave a message for him to join us at Croftsmere. If that meets with your approval, Sir Clarence, we will now proceed with our individual assignments.”





PART TWO





CHAPTER 5: LUCY

Croftsmere was built of grey stone in the neo-gothic style, so that it resembled a miniature castle perched on a hill above the lake. It should have looked faintly ridiculous, with the false arrow slits etched into the stones on the turrets and the pseudo-Medieval arch that framed the main entrance.

And yet it somehow managed to match and blend with the landscape: craggy green and russet hills, unmarred by any signs of modern civilization. The crystal-blue lake stretched beyond, and the great dome of the blue sky arched overhead.

One could almost believe that the centuries had rolled back, giving just a glimpse into the way a true Medieval castle would have appeared in this spot.

Becky, however, was glowering as though we were about to enter a taxidermist’s workshop.

She kicked at the gravel drive with the toe of her boot. “Why do we always get stuck interviewing the mothers in these cases?”

While not strictly-speaking accurate, it was true that we tended to be the ones chosen to interview female servants and elderly ladies.

“Because you’re very good at it. Also, because Fingers Hagopian saw your face on the train. We couldn’t take the risk of letting you go with Flynn to follow him, not without putting Flynn in danger.”

Becky knew that as well as I did, and would never have questioned Holmes’s decision to assign Flynn to follow Hagopian. But I doubted that was really what was bothering her.

She kicked at the ground again, sending up a small puff of dirt.

I suppressed a sigh. “I know you’re worried about Jack.”

Becky’s head snapped up to look at me. “I didn’t say that!”

“Detective, remember?” I tapped my forehead, which finally dragged a small smile out of her.

I was worried, too, if I was honest. I had always thought it an exaggerated figure of speech when novelists spoke of someone feeling torn by conflicting desires—but that was exactly how I felt: ripped straight down the middle, with half of me wishing I were back in London and the other half knowing that I had work to do here.

I debated a moment, but then made up my mind. “Becky, listen to me. I know you want to help Jack. But by being here, you are helping him.”

“What, by staying safely out of the way so that he doesn’t have to worry about me?” She was back to scowling.

“Well, yes, partly. But that wasn’t what I meant. Sir Clarence … he’s not just another client of Holmes’s.”

“What do you mean?” Becky frowned.

“You already know about Katherine Harrison, the girl who died by drowning here several months ago. She was connected to the Institute of the Western Dawn.”

Which we were fairly certain had been funnelling money—from stolen inheritances and the sale of illegally imported drugs—straight into the Syndicate’s coffers.

“Yes. So you think whoever killed Katherine may have done away with Sir Clarence’s wife, too?”

“It’s possible, although of course we’re hoping that Belinda may still be found alive. But no, there’s more than that.” I thought back to the hurried conversation I’d had with Holmes on our way to the hotel, when he’d drawn me aside.

“Sir Clarence has been helping Holmes amass evidence against corruption within the metropolitan police.”

Becky’s eyes opened wider. “Really?”

I nodded. “Someone in the area has apparently been supplying the Syndicate with blackmail material based on gossip about the fashionable vacationers here in the Lake District.”

Which was a double benefit to the Syndicate: first, by providing a stream of income, and second, by providing leverage to coerce and threaten highly placed officials into doing their bidding and turning a blind eye to their illegal activities.

“So if we can find Belinda—or at least find out who took her …” Becky started.

“We’ll be one step closer to shutting down the Syndicate’s operations.”

A very tiny step, true, given how widespread and deep we believed their net of corruption ran. But I was willing to clutch at any hope of progress just now.

“All right.” Becky looked up at Croftsmere again, her chin lifted, and gave a decisive nod. “Let’s go interview Lady Sybil, then.”
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A stately looking butler answered our ring at the door and ushered us into a gothic-style entrance hall. A huge coat of arms hung over the vast fireplace and a pair of Medieval battle axes adorned the wall. We were swept up almost at once by a very stout, white-haired woman who introduced herself as Mrs. Mault, the housekeeper.

“It’s terrible about poor Miss Belinda, just terrible.” She shook her head, setting her array of double-chins wobbling. “And on the very anniversary of poor Mr. Laurence’s death, too! It does seem as though this family was under an unlucky star, what with what happened to Mr. Laurence, and then the poor late Master—Sir John Croft—dying just six months ago, and now this dreadful trouble. Lady Sybil is beside herself, although she’s bearing up as bravely as she can, poor lady. But, of course, Miss Belinda wasn’t only a daughter-in-law to her, not when Lady Sybil and Sir John had the raising of her, ever since she was a little girl of eight. Their daughter, she was, in all but name after her parents died, and it was the dearest wish of their hearts that she should marry one of the boys—which of course, she did, although to be sure we all thought it would be her and poor Mr. Laurence who made a match of it, what with him being so dashing and having such a way with him and all. But there, Mr. Clarence has always been a good, steady lad, if quiet, and I’m sure no one ever saw a more devoted couple.”

Mrs. Mault had to pause for breath, and I blinked, trying to assimilate the flood of information she had just unleashed. Even Becky, who could usually rival anyone in speed of talking, looked a trifle dazed.

“Her ladyship is upstairs, if you’d like to come with me,” Mrs. Mault went on. She bustled towards a dark oak stairwell that spiralled up from the entrance hall. “She’s resting, but I know she asked particularly that you be brought up to see her when you arrived. Mr. Clarence told her that he’d called in Sherlock Holmes for help, and of course she’s anxious to do anything she can for the sake of Miss Belinda—”

Mrs. Mault broke off as a slim, fair-haired girl in a maid’s black uniform and starched white apron came out of one of the rooms at the top of the stairs.

“These are the detective visitors?” She spoke with a light trace of a French accent and looked us over, her eyes lingering with a hint of curiosity on Becky before returning to the housekeeper. “I will show them in to Madame. She is most anxious to see them.”

Mrs. Mault bridled, all her chatty loquacity evaporating in an instant. She sniffed. “Yes, thank you, Gisele. I am quite capable of bringing them in to her ladyship.”

“Oh, but—” Gisele dropped her gaze innocently to the floor, looking almost preternaturally demure. “But Madame asked most particularly that I tell you to have tea sent up from the kitchen. If you would please tell cook?”

Mrs. Mault glowered at the younger woman. “I hope you enjoyed your day out yesterday? Gadding off to town while the rest of us were here working,” she added, under her breath.

“Gadding?” Gisele opened her eyes very wide in affected puzzlement. “Oh, but I was not on holiday! I was fetching some new tonic for Madame—a new medicine that the doctor prescribed. You know Madame believes the chemist here is very slow, very stupid, he cannot always get the doses that she needs. And now, you will order the tea, s'il vous plaît?”

If looks could have incinerated, Gisele’s ruffled apron would have started smoldering from the glare Mrs. Mault shot her. But the older woman jerked her head in a nod before turning and stamping back down the stairs.

“This way, please,” Gisele told us.

She was a pretty girl, with a pert, heart-shaped face and wide blue eyes. But I also caught a decided hint of satisfaction in the smile that curved her lips as she watched the housekeeper descend the staircase.

Not that the tensions among Croftsmere’s domestic staff necessarily had any bearing on Belinda Croft’s disappearance. But this was the stage in an investigation when any fact or nuance was worth noting, in case it became important later on.

Gisele opened the door at the head of the stairs and said, softly, “Your visitors are here, Madame.”

We heard a voice from inside reply, “Yes, thank you, Gisele.” And then we were ushered into a room that was almost shockingly light and airy after all the dark and gothic Medieval trappings outside.

The walls were painted light blue, and the furniture was from the neoclassical style of the last century: slender-legged, inlaid tables and blue silk upholstered chairs. Gauzy white curtains framed a window that offered a spectacular view of the lake.

A woman whom I took to be Lady Sybil was lying on a chaise near the window, with a sheaf of papers spread across her lap. She looked to be in her mid to late fifties, with grey hair caught up in elaborate loops and curls and a strong, aristocratic face: high brow, long aquiline nose, and a firm jaw.

She was tall, with a sturdy, athletic build beneath the floral wrapper she wore. But I also noticed a gold-handled walking cane lying within reach of her chaise.

“Thank you so much for coming.” She had a deep contralto voice and held out her hand to me in greeting, then startled, seeing Becky beside me. “But who is this?”

“My sister-in-law, Becky,” I told her.

Lady Sybil smiled, raising herself into a sitting position. “How sweet. Do you like dolls, my dear?”

Becky would much prefer a textbook on anatomy or a set of brass knuckles or lock picks, but she smiled and nodded politely.

“Gisele, go and fetch some of Belinda’s old playthings from up in the nursery for Becky to amuse herself with,” Lady Sybil directed the maid.

Her face clouded over, I noticed, at the mention of her daughter-in-law’s name, but then she smiled determinedly again. “How lucky that I kept all of Belinda’s old toys. I’ve saved them, hoping that one day she and Sir Clarence might have a daughter, although of course they’ve no children yet …”

The shadow of distress crossed her expression once again, and she moved as though suddenly restless, gathering up the papers she had been looking over and setting them aside. “Please, excuse the mess. I was just looking over the plans for next month’s agricultural show. There are a great many events planned for the next few weeks in our little community here. This is our busiest season, you know, with so many visitors coming here. Charity balls and luncheons…”

She trailed off, with a glance at the papers. “I don’t seem to be able to accomplish anything of value, however.”

“That’s only to be expected. I understand that you actually raised Belinda from the time she was a child?” I asked.

“Yes, since her own parents died.”

Lady Sybil rose from the chaise and reached for her cane. Bracing herself with it, she limped over to the window and looked out at the clear blue waters of the lake.

“A riding accident.” I hadn’t asked, but she looked down at her right leg with a grimace. “I had a bad fall from my horse when the boys were quite small. I recovered, thankfully. But I was told that I could never have any more children.” She turned to look out the window again. “I was heartbroken, because I had always wanted a daughter. But at least there was Belinda.” Her voice softened. “She was the daughter of one of the members of my husband’s legal firm. Her parents—well, perhaps the less that is said about them the better.” Lady Sybil’s lips compressed. “They died in a fire. Her father was smoking and drinking in bed, and the bed clothes must have caught fire.”

“That’s terrible,” Becky said.

Lady Sybil’s expression softened as she looked at her. “Yes, it was terrible. Fortunately, my husband and I were staying with them at the time the accident happened. So we were able to take Belinda straight away and shield her from as much of the horror as we could. But it was still a dreadful thing.”

The door to the room opened as Gisele returned, carrying a large basket lined with pink gingham.

“Oh, good. Thank you, Gisele, just put everything down here where Becky can look at it.”

She limped over to join Becky as the maidservant set the basket down on a table. There were some picture books, a toy spinning top, a little china tea set, and a skipping rope, among other things.

“Oh, look, I had forgotten all about this,”

Lady Sybil reached into the basket and drew out an exquisite china doll with long yellow ringlets and a white lace dress. It had probably cost more than most London workers made in six months.

“I gave her to Belinda for Christmas, the year she came to us after her parents died.” Lady Sybil cradled the doll, looking reminiscent. “Of course, Belinda was already so used to visiting us here that she looked on Croftsmere quite as a second home, and us as her parents, even before we started the proceedings to adopt her legally.”

Lady Sybil spoke with decided firmness—so much so that I wondered momentarily about the eight-year-old Belinda, the little girl who had been suddenly orphaned and swept up to live in a castle and be showered with expensive toys to make up for the loss of her parents.

Had she really felt as much at home as Lady Sybil wanted to believe? But then, if her own parents had been as unloving and unworthy as Lady Sybil had implied, maybe Belinda genuinely had been glad to come here to live.

There were certainly many orphans in the world who landed in far worse places than Croftsmere.

Becky had a slightly long-suffering expression as Lady Sybil handed the china doll over to her, with a caution to play carefully. But she sat down at the table and obediently began to look through the playthings, picking out a toy soldier doll to join the china one.

“What shall we do today?” She spoke in a comically gruff voice, holding the soldier up and making him address the other doll. “I don’t know.” She spoke for the china doll this time. “Shall we have a tea party?”

Lady Sybil beamed. “So precious. Gisele, sit down and play with Becky. Every tea party must have guests.”

Gisele looked even more long suffering than Becky, but she took her place at the table.

I wasn’t sure whether to smile or be mildly terrified at Becky’s skill in manipulating adults into doing exactly what she wanted. I didn’t have a single doubt that she would artlessly engage Gisele in conversation while they had their tea party, or that Gisele would somehow find herself telling Becky everything she knew about Belinda and the rest of the Croftsmere household.

“Is that a portrait of your sons?” I asked Lady Sybil.

I had noticed a large painting done in oils hanging over the marble mantle.

“Lawrence and Clarence, yes.” Lady Sybil looked up at the painting. “It was done just a few months before Lawrence died.”

I studied the painting more closely. Two dark-haired young men smiled out from the canvas, looking alike enough that they could almost have been mistaken for twins. They had the same boyish, laughing grins, the same open countenances and handsome features. On closer inspection, though, Sir Clarence—I recognised him at once from our meeting at the hotel, even though the portrait showed him several years younger—had a quieter, more sensitive air about him. Lawrence looked bolder. A brash adventurer, just on the cusp of life, and never dreaming his own life was going to be cut short.

“I’m sorry to ask when I’m sure it must pain you to speak of it,” I began. “But I understand Belinda went missing just on the anniversary of Lawrence’s death?”

“Yes. It was ten years to the day since the accident.” Lady Sybil bit her lip, looking up at the portrait once again. “He was only nineteen. So young. But I do not see how it can be anything other than a terrible, terrible coincidence that Belinda disappeared when she did.”

“Can you tell me how it happened?”

Lady Sybil turned towards the window again—or perhaps it was more that she was turning away from the portrait.

“Lawrence had come home from Oxford to preside over the launch of the Swift.”

“The Swift?”

“It was a new propeller-driven steamer that would carry tourists on Windermere cruises. When we settled here, my husband began to invest in the region’s hotels and other properties that are growing in value as the Lake District becomes a more popular destination for tourists. The trains, you know, have changed everything for the area—turned it from a sleepy backwater to a fashionable holiday spot.”

Lady Sybil paused, taking one last look out the window before limping back over to her chaise and sitting down.

“Ordinarily my husband would have overseen the launch of a new cruise boat, but John was ill at the time. He suffered from dropsy and a weak heart. So Lawrence stepped in to do the honours.” Lady’s Sybil’s hands were loose, resting palm-up in her lap, and her eyes were distant, lost in the past. “Lawrence was so nervous about it. He had a stammer, you know. He had been afflicted with it ever since he was a child, and it embarrassed him dreadfully. He even asked for some of my nerve tonic to help steady himself before he left.”

“Did you go to the launch?” I asked.

“No. No, I stayed with my husband. He was so ill, you see, and I didn’t want to leave him. And of course, we never dreamed—” Lady Sybil stopped. “Lawrence and Belinda went to the dock for the boat’s christening. Belinda told me afterwards that Lawrence spoke very well. Everyone cheered for him. I take comfort in that.” She fumbled for a handkerchief and wiped her eyes. “I did not see what happened afterwards, of course, but I have been told by those who were there. The Swift started on her maiden voyage—just a short trip across the lake and back again. There were storm clouds on the horizon. The captain was worried, but Lawrence believed the ship would return quickly, so there would be no danger. He insisted that they go forwards with the voyage. He was always so dashing. Or perhaps it was recklessness, I don’t know. Belinda was afraid of the storm, though, or so she told me. She went down below deck to the cabins, as did some of the other ladies. But most of the other passengers remained. They said afterwards that Lawrence was at the bow rail, laughing and making believe he was the ship’s figurehead.” She shook her head. “That was also just like him.”

I glanced back at the portrait over the mantle of the smiling young man, picturing him at the bow of the ship that day. I, too, could believe that he had insisted on making the fateful trip across the lake. His laughing, open face was that of a man who had never experienced real danger or real fear—had never faced the hard truth that he was neither invincible nor immortal.

Lady Sybil wiped her eyes again. “They reached the opposite side of the lake. As I understand it, they were all a little tipsy on the champagne that was served for the launch. Then, shortly after the vessel made the turn to come back, the rain began in earnest, a gust of wind came up, and a surge of waves began to rock the boat. Lawrence slipped, lost his balance, and fell over the rail into water. Of course they threw out the lifelines, but he went under all the same.” Lady Sybil’s hands clenched and unclenched, but her voice lost all color, becoming almost toneless. “He drowned. It was weeks before his body was recovered.”

“I’m sorry,” I murmured. I truly was sorry. Any life cut short was always a tragedy. But I was also watching Lady Sybil closely, trying to decide what had given me the impression that she was holding something back. She had spoken almost as freely as Mrs. Mault the housekeeper. And yet I couldn’t shake the feeling that she was either unwilling or unable to tell me everything she knew.

“Can you tell me now about what happened to Belinda?” I asked. “When was the last time you saw her?”

Before Lady Sybil could answer, the housekeeper appeared in the doorway, bearing a tea tray. A parlour maid accompanied her, pushing a cart laden with cakes and sandwiches and a pitcher of lemonade, which she wheeled up to the table where Becky and Gisele were still playing at a doll’s tea party.

“Thank you, Mrs. Mault,” Lady Sybil said.

She accepted a cup of tea from the housekeeper and then nodded in dismissal.

Mrs. Mault remained at Lady Sybil’s elbow, though, looking disapproving. “Your tonic, my lady.”

“What—oh, yes, thank you. Just fetch it for me, will you?”

Mrs. Mault crossed to a dressing table where several glass bottles were ranged, selected one, and then returned to hand it over to Lady Sybil.

“Thank you,” Lady Sybil said again. She poured a measure into her teacup, took a sip, then grimaced. “Supposedly it is good for nerves and nervous exhaustion, which goodness knows we are all suffering from at the moment. But I must admit the taste is appalling. Now, what was I saying? Oh yes, you asked when I last saw Belinda. It was yesterday morning, the day she went missing. I saw her downstairs in the hall, fully dressed and ready to go out, and I asked where she was going. She said that she’d received a telegram instructing her to board the Swift and embark on a cruise across and down Windermere Lake.”

“A telegram?” That was the first I had heard that detail mentioned. “From whom?”

“She didn’t say.”

“Was the telegram found afterwards?”

“No. Belinda must have destroyed it.” Lady Sybil stopped, seeming to hesitate, then said, “I have wondered since … I have wondered whether the telegram also mentioned Lawrence’s death. Perhaps whoever sent it claimed that they had further information about the accident, and promised to reveal it to Belinda aboard the Swift? If that was the case, she would not have told me, for fear of the pain it would cause to have Lawrence’s death brought up again.”

“Information?” I repeated. “But you said that you believed Lawrence’s death to be an accident.”

“I did—I do. That is, I always had.” Lady Sybil’s brows puckered with distress and she gestured helplessly. “But now … what am I to think? A message from an unknown sender on the anniversary of Lawrence’s death—and then Belinda vanishes without a trace?”

I had to agree, it made a suggestive and ugly picture. The witnesses had claimed that Lawrence merely lost his balance and slipped. But I could picture the chaos that must have reigned on the Swift’s deck that day: the wind, the lashing rain, the waves beating the hull of the boat, tossing it back and forth.

I doubted that any one of the passengers would be able to say with absolute certainty that Lawrence had been alone at the bow rail when he went over the side. If he had been pushed … and if Belinda had known or suspected as much … it would be a powerful motive for the killer to eliminate her, as well.

Although that begged the question as to why the hypothetical murderer would have waited ten years before silencing a possible witness to his or her crime.

“Did Belinda herself have any doubts that Lawrence’s death was accidental?” I asked.

“Not that she ever shared with me. She was devastated by his death, of course.”

I thought back to our earlier conversation with Mrs. Mault. We all thought that she and Mr. Laurence would make a match of it.

“Was Sir Clarence on board the Swift, too, on the day of the accident?” I asked.

If Lawrence had been a rival for Belinda’s affections, Sir Clarence would have had a motive for wishing his brother out of the way.

“Clarence? No, he was at school—Eton—at the time. He was just as grieved as Belinda when he heard the news. He and Lawrence were always such good comrades.”

Before I could frame my next question, Gisele gave a sharp cry and sprang to her feet.

“What is it, Gisele?” Lady Sybil asked.

“It was my fault,” Becky said penitently. “I accidentally spilled the lemonade, and some of it got onto Gisele. I’m so sorry, it was terribly clumsy of me!”

Lady Sybil smiled. “That’s quite all right, my dear, you needn’t worry, accidents happen. I’m sure Gisele isn’t at all annoyed.”

Gisele’s expression rather belied those words, but she ground out, “Of course, milady.” She lifted her soaking wet apron. “With milady’s permission, I will just go and change into dry clothes?”

“Yes, yes.” Lady Sybil waved her off, and Gisele departed.

I gave Becky a sharp look, then turned back to Lady Sybil.

“Did you know a young woman called Katherine Harrison?”

“Harrison?” Lady Sybil’s brow furrowed. “No, I don’t think the name is familiar. Why?”

“She came here as a tourist several months ago and drowned in a boating accident, I believe.”

“Oh! Oh, yes, I do remember now.” Lady Sybil frowned again. “I never knew the poor girl’s name—or if I did, I’d forgotten it.”

“Did she and Belinda know one another? They would have been about the same age.”

“She and Belinda?” Lady Sybil looked surprised. “No, I don’t think so. No, I’m sure that Belinda had never met her, she would have mentioned it. She was very upset at the time—not so much at the girl’s death, although of course that was dreadful. But she was worried that the way the accident happened—a death by drowning on the lake—would rake up old memories of Lawrence’s death. Even still, Clarence can hardly bear to hear Lawrence’s name mentioned.”

Which could either be a mark of brotherly affection or a guilty conscience. Although recalling the distraught young man we had encountered at the hotel, I had a difficult time casting him in the role of murderer.

Lady Sybil frowned, looking at me intently. “Why do you ask about Katherine Harrison? You don’t think that there’s some connection between this Harrison girl’s death and Belinda’s disappearance, do you?” She looked alarmed. “Some sort of madman? One does read of such dreadful things in the newspapers. Lunatics who prey on young women, that sort of thing. But I’m remembering that case now. That poor Katherine Harrison woman was drowned! There was no question of any foul play at the time.”

“I don’t know.” Given what we knew about Katherine Harrison, her death and Belinda’s disappearance couldn’t possibly be unconnected. It had occurred to me that Belinda might have learned something about the other girl’s death, something that made her dangerous to the Syndicate. But that would be hard to discover, and even harder to prove.

Lady Sybil looked at me directly. “Do you think my daughter-in-law is still alive?”

“I don’t know,” I said again. “I hope so. We’ll do our best to find her, starting here. Would you mind if we examined Belinda’s room?”

“Of course. Hers is the second room down from mine, on the right. You’ll find everything exactly as it was on the morning that she went missing. My son gave strict orders that it not be touched, not even by the servants to do the usual sort of cleaning.”

“Thank you. It might help, too, if we spoke to your other servants, in case any of them heard or saw anything that might help us find out what’s happened to Belinda.”

“If they knew anything, they ought to have spoken up about it at once!” Lady Sybil spoke sharply, but then sighed. Our talk seemed to have tired her, for she leaned back on her chaise, her face suddenly weary. “I suppose you must leave no stone unturned, as the saying goes. Yes, go wherever you like and speak with whomever you wish. Tell the servants I have given express orders to answer all your questions to the best of their ability.”

“Thank you.” I got to my feet. “We won’t trouble you any more, then.”

Becky jumped up, as well. “Thank you for the tea and cakes,” she said. “And for letting me play with Belinda’s things.”

“You’re very welcome, my dear.” Lady Sybil smiled again, though the smile was touched by sadness. “It’s good to have a little girl about the house again. It reminds me of when Belinda was small.”





CHAPTER 6: FLYNN

Flynn woke when the Burner dumped him on the ground. He landed on his side, his breath coming out in an involuntary whoosh. Gasping, he twisted around onto his hands and knees. Snippets of freshly cut grass coated his palms. They were on the edge of an open park lawn; the same one he had crossed when following Hagopian. He wondered if anyone would hear him if he cried out. He thought not.

The Burner had recognised him in the tea shop after all, Flynn realised. The big lug had waited till Flynn had come out, and caught Flynn looking in the wrong direction. Flynn would not let that happen again. It would be a hard lesson, he thought, but that was how he’d learned almost everything he knew. The hard way.

A powerful kick to his ribs knocked him over onto his back.

He saw the Burner, staring down at him, gloating.

“Now I’ve got you, little gutter rat. Now you’ll pay.”

Flynn locked his jaw. He would not give an inch or let the Burner know he was scared. He might die, but he would die knowing he hadn’t broken or let Mr. Holmes down.

“Hurt your arm, did you?” he asked.

A flicker of rage shone beneath the Burner’s heavy black brows. “It was you who done it.”

“It won’t get better,” Flynn said.

For that he received another kick in the ribs. And a question. “What are you doing here?”

“On holiday, same as you.”

“Are you with Holmes?”

“Just fancied a cuppa tea.”

“What did you see in there?”

Flynn decided to be direct. Maybe he could learn something. Or provoke the Burner, distracting him and getting a chance to escape.

“Saw you pocket a bundle of bread,” Flynn said. “After you ’anded over a map and a picture to Fingers Hagopian.”

“So now I’ll have to kill you, before you tell Holmes, won’t I?”

“That picture was of Amy Thiel, wasn’t it? And the map shows where you took her, and the money was for doin’ the job, bringin’ her here from London.”

“So you are with Holmes,” the Burner said. His boot bore down on Flynn’s neck. “Reason enough to shut you up permanent.” He grinned. “I’ll have a little fun with you first, though.”

With his good arm, he fumbled in his pocket. Out came a cigar. The Burner stuffed the end of it into his mouth, grinning all the while.

Then came a sulphur match. The Burner’s left thumbnail expertly flicked it into flame.

Flynn twisted around, but the pressure from the boot was too great for him to free himself, and he had the sense that much more pressure would break his neck. He thought, at least I got him to confess. If only Mr. Holmes were here, listening with Lestrade or Gregson, waiting to rescue him and capture the Burner at the last moment, when they’d heard enough to secure a conviction.

But no such luck. The Burner lit up, threw away the match, and got the cigar glowing as he chomped and puffed. The tip was bright yellow-red.

And then, in a strange dream-like sequence, the top of the Burner’s head also changed colour, a shower of red droplets exploded into the air around him like a strange halo, and Flynn heard the echo of a rifle shot. The shot seemed to come from far away. Then the pressure on Flynn’s neck was gone. Still looking upward, and a bit dazed, Flynn watched the big body topple away from him.

He scrambled to his feet, before whoever had shot the Burner could shoot him. His one instinct was to run, but his other instinct was the one he obeyed. He crouched down at the Burner’s side and reached into the man’s jacket pocket. The envelope, fat and heavier than he’d expected, slid right out.

Flynn pocketed the envelope. Then he ran, away from where the shot had come from and into the woods. He took cover within a clump of trees, where he could still see the body. He had to know who’d made the shot. Mr. Holmes would require that information, and Flynn was still on assignment. He had to be able to identify, or at least describe, the shooter.

He watched. Beyond the body, the green park lawn was empty. The fringe of trees on the other side of the park filled the horizon.

The shooter was in there. Somewhere within the dark shadows of those trees.

He drew in a breath as he realised the shooter would be looking for him. Anyone able to make a head shot like the one that had killed the Burner could not have overlooked Flynn as he lay pinned beneath the man’s boot. The gunman would want to eliminate any witness.

And the gunman would not walk across an open field. He would come around the fringe of trees, taking cover just as Flynn had done when he followed Hagopian to the inn. That now seemed a very long time ago.

But which way would the gunman come?

Flynn found the nearest climbable tree, and hauled himself up it, limb by limb, until he was high enough to be out of direct view of someone walking below.

Looking out between the leaves, first in one direction then the other, he saw nothing at first. But then came a glimpse of something white, bobbing up and down. A moment later, Flynn recognized the bobbing white leather top of the golf bag Hagopian had carried.

And Hagopian himself, only without his bowler hat. His oily brown hair glistened in the sunlight.

The mobster stopped beside the body of the Burner and carefully set down the golf bag, all the while peering through the thin strip of woods that separated the park from the town shops and streets. Then he reached into the Burner’s jacket. He pulled out, first, an old wallet, and then a handful of small trinkets. Flynn couldn’t see them clearly from up in the tree, but from their colour the trinkets looked to be bronze, like the elephant charm Flynn and Becky had got from the boys outside the police official’s home. Hagopian pocketed the charms, emptied the wallet and pocketed the contents, then turned out the Burner’s other pockets, all of which were empty.

He gave a momentary grimace of resignation. He mumbled something to himself, looking through the woods in the direction of the village street.

Then he crouched over the golf bag, opened the top, and drew out a hunting rifle, which he laid carefully onto the grass. Returning to the golf bag, he extracted a short-handled garden spade that looked as if it had never been used. Hagopian carried the spade into the part of the woods nearest the body and stopped, almost directly below Flynn.

Flynn struggled to remain perfectly still as he watched the mobster hunch over the spade and scrape away fallen leaves and sticks to form a rectangle of bare ground. The surface area Hagopian cleared seemed to be about the size of a grave.





CHAPTER 7: WATSON

Holmes and I did not go directly to the lakeside docks and the Swift. Instead, we called upon the local doctor, a man named Wormsley, who was also the coroner for Cumbria County.

Regrettably, Doctor Wormsley was not the most cooperative of witnesses. He was elderly, and behind his thick wire-rimmed spectacles, clouded pupils of his blue eyes indicated failing vision. He became quite defensive when we brought up the subject of Katherine Harrison’s demise by drowning. “I examined her body very carefully,” he said, “and I am certain there was no sign of foul play. An accident most unfortunate, but only an accident.”

“And did you also examine the body of Lawrence Croft?” Holmes asked, his tone friendly and bland.

“Um. Yes. Another accident, to be sure. But a difficult autopsy, mind you. It was weeks before the body came to me for examination, and there had been considerable damage to the tissues from the long period of immersion in the waters of the lake. Very difficult. Very sad for the family.”

“An ill-fated family, it would seem,” I said.

“No more than many others.”

“Did not Lawrence’s father recently die of heart trouble?” asked Holmes.

“Yes, but that was quite natural at his age.”

“Were you treating him for it?”

“I fail to see what that has to do with the accidental death of Katherine Harrison.”

“Forgive me, Doctor,” Holmes said. “I failed to mention that Sir Clarence asked me to inquire about the deaths of both his father and his brother. He may be under the impression that heart disease is hereditary, and that he himself ought to take precautions.”

“Well he ought to have come to me himself,” harrumphed the doctor.

“No doubt he will. But if you will indulge me, do you confirm you were treating the father for heart disease?”

“Yes. I prescribed digitalis to Sir John—he had been under my care for more than ten years.”

“And the digitalis was effective?”

The doctor pressed his lips together for a long moment. “Are you implying that there was something wrong with my medical treatment?”

“Surely not,” I said. I tried to put a soothing tone into my words. “In my London practice, digitalis is exactly the treatment I prescribe for my more elderly heart patients. No doubt I would have done just the same as you, Doctor Wormsley.”

“Yes,” Holmes added. “I merely wished to know if you were pleased with the results. That would give Sir Clarence some comfort.”

The doctor seemed to unbend slightly. “Digitalis wasn’t a panacea, of course,” he said. “Sir John still had episodes of illness, periods where he would seem to relapse. But over the years, he was responding to the treatment quite well. Still, his death was only a matter of time.”

“And Lady Sybil? I understand she is also something of an invalid?” Holmes asked.

Doctor Wormsley snorted. “That’s her opinion, not mine. Just women’s fancies, if you ask me.”

We departed shortly afterwards.

“Well, Watson?” Holmes asked as we made our way to the village lakeside docks.

“Hardly an unbiased witness, that man,” I said. “If Sir Clarence were my patient, I would advise taking his mother to another doctor—a specialist—who would not be so quick to dismiss her symptoms. And I would not take his word that there was nothing suspicious in either Katherine Harrison or Laurence’s deaths. I expect that with his bad eyesight he could have overlooked some details that might have led to a very different conclusion.”

“I agree, old friend,” said Holmes. He consulted his watch. “Now let us make haste to the docks and keep our appointment with Sir Clarence for the trip on the Swift.”





CHAPTER 8: FLYNN

Flynn was still following Fingers Hagopian.

It had taken nearly all his energy to remain frozen still, up in the tree, and his right leg had begun to cramp. By the time the mobster had placed the last shovel of earth over the Burner’s body, Flynn had nearly fallen. But he had hung on with aching hands, and the scrape of Hagopian’s shovel had cloaked the sound of rustling leaves as he regained his position.

Finally, the mobster covered the grave with twigs and dead leaves, put his shovel and then his hunting rifle back in the golf bag, and walked off in the direction of the town.

Flynn waited until Hagopian was nearly out of sight. Then he clambered down and followed.

Flynn followed Hagopian into the village, past the teashop and the small hotel, and finally to a grey granite building. The brass sign on the front proclaimed it to be the Windermere police station. Hagopian went around to the back.

Flynn was debating whether to risk being caught by continuing to follow. He was edging further to where he could see the rear entrance when he saw a police wagon coming around the corner from the back. The wagon stopped before the front entrance. The driver, in police uniform, climbed down from his seat above and behind the horse, and stood on the pavement, holding the reins. A man dressed in grey came out from the front of the building, took the reins, and clambered up to the driver’s box. The wagon drove off. The uniformed policeman remained standing on the pavement.

Flynn thought he had seen the man in grey before. A moment later he remembered. That man had been in the railway carriage with Hagopian this morning.

Then Hagopian reappeared, this time coming straight out the front entrance, his golf bag slung over his shoulder. He nodded to the uniformed policeman, and the two set out walking, going at a brisk pace. The two were heading for the lake, a broad expanse of blue water that reminded Flynn of the Thames on a clear day. Today’s weather here had been sunny, but Flynn didn’t like the look of the dark clouds gathering on the horizon.

Flynn followed the pair to the docks on the edge of the lake. A collection of small vessels lay at anchor nearby, but Flynn’s attention was drawn to a bigger craft, an open-air tourist yacht with perhaps thirty passengers, heading out across the lake. A plume of grey smoke rose steadily from the yacht’s narrow funnel. At the stern of the vessel stood several passengers, leaning against the metal rail. Toffs on holiday, Flynn thought. He wondered what it would be like to be out there with them on a real holiday, powering through the blue waters, watching his own shadow bounce over the waves, and letting the boat do all the work. He wondered if he’d enjoy having nothing in particular to do. Or would he be like Mr. Holmes, who never seemed happy unless he had a mystery to solve, or a crime to prevent?

Then Flynn recognised two of the passengers at the rail of the tourist yacht: Mr. Holmes and Dr. Watson.

Immediately Flynn turned his gaze back to the docks. There, to his horror, he saw Hagopian boarding a smaller steam launch, accompanied by the uniformed policeman. Hagopian was still carrying his golf bag.





PART THREE





CHAPTER 9: LUCY

I waited until we were out of Lady Sybil’s room and starting along the hall before murmuring to Becky, “All right. Why did you spill the lemonade?”

Her performance had been worthy of the theatre, but I was utterly certain that it had been no accident.

“I had to get Gisele out of the room somehow,” Becky said.

“Why?”

“Because I’d spotted this at the bottom of the toy basket, and I didn’t want her to see me take it.” Becky drew a small book covered in blue leather out from her pocket. The word Diary was stamped in gold letters across the front cover.

“Belinda’s diary?”

“I think so. I haven’t had a chance to look through it, of course. I didn’t want Lady Sybil to see me take it, either. She might not have wanted us to have it, not if it really did belong to Belinda.”

I could almost guarantee she wouldn’t, and felt slightly guilty for the deception. But then, that was what the business of investigating was, at its root: prying into matters that in the ordinary way were no business of yours.

I counted the heavy oak doors that lined the hall. “Two doors down on the right-hand side.”

I turned the knob and swung the door open, revealing a tidy, feminine bedroom.

“It looks just like Lady Sybil’s,” Becky said.

She was right. Belinda’s room was decorated along much the same lines as her mother-in-law’s: blue walls, painted and inlaid Grecian furniture, and a deep blue coverlet adorning the bed.

We stepped inside, and I shut the door behind us.

“What did you think of her?” I asked. “Lady Sybil, I mean.”

Becky tilted her head, considering. “She seems lonely and a bit bored. It’s a shame that she hasn’t any grandchildren to play with. I think she’s frightened about something, too. Not just Belinda being missing, there’s something else worrying her.”

That was what I thought, but it was interesting that Becky had picked up that impression, too.

“It is Belinda’s diary, look here. But it’s from years ago.” Becky had opened the cover of the book and showed me an inscription on the flyleaf, written in a round, childish hand:

Belinda Jacoby

December 25, 1880

“Belinda would have been … what? Eight years old, then?” Becky asked.

“Somewhere about that. For now, let’s have a look around Belinda’s room here and put the diary away to read later.”

Becky slid the leather-bound book into her pocket, then looked at me curiously. “You think it might be important? Even though it’s from so long ago?”

“I don’t know.” Something was tugging at the back of my mind—some hesitation or note of constraint in Lady Sybil’s voice when she’d spoken of Belinda’s parents?

On the surface, it didn’t seem likely that a child’s diary from twenty years ago could be relevant to her disappearance now. And yet I couldn’t shake the feeling that whatever crimes had been committed recently at Croftsmere had their roots deep in the past.

Becky was frowning, too, as though her thoughts were troubling.

“Is something the matter?” I asked.

“No. Not exactly.” Her brows knitted together. “I just feel as though I heard or saw something in Lady Sybil’s room that reminded me of something or someone. But I can’t think of what it was.”

“Was it something Gisele said? Did you find out anything from her about Lawrence’s death?” I asked.

Becky shook her head. “Gisele didn’t work at Croftsmere then. She said that she’s only been here about three years. But I did find out that the tourist boat business hasn’t been doing very well lately. They’ve been losing money.”

“Really?”

“Yes. Lady Sybil used to get angry with Sir John about it, before he died. Gisele heard them arguing. It’s part of why she’s so involved in all of those charity luncheons and teas and things that she was telling us about—Gisele says that a lot of rich visitors from London come to them, because the Lake District is so fashionable as a holiday destination just now. So Lady Sybil organizes these events and volunteers for committees and things, hoping that she can persuade the rich London visitors to take trips on their boat and stay in their hotel—they own a hotel, too, in town, the one where we met Sir Clarence. It actually belongs to their family. But the rich people must not be taking enough boat trips, because Lady Sybil wanted Sir John to sell the Swift and give up on the whole business.”

Since her son had died on the Swift, I could certainly understand her not being overly attached to the vessel, especially if the venture was losing money.

“And what about Belinda and Sir Clarence? Did they want to sell the Swift, too?”

“Gisele didn’t say anything about them. Except that they had been arguing a good deal lately.”

“Really?” I glanced at her. “Did Gisele know what they argued about?”

“Not exactly. She just said that she’d heard them fighting, and that sometimes afterwards Belinda would look as though she’d been crying.”

“Hmm.” I stood near the doorway and surveyed Belinda’s room. At first glance, nothing struck me as out of the ordinary. The mantle held a few assorted china ornaments, along with a framed photograph showing Belinda and Sir Clarence on what must have been their wedding day. A tortoiseshell brush and comb set was laid out on the dressing table.

“Lucy?” Becky said.

“What is it?”

“That rug.” Becky gestured to a small Aubusson mat worked in shades of blue and gold that rested on the floor near the window. “Don’t you think it would make more sense if it were by the side of the bed?”

“You’re right.” In fact, there was a square of floorboards to the right of the bed that wasn’t as highly polished as the rest, showing that a rug had lain there until quite recently.

I crossed to the window and knelt to push the small square of carpeting aside—then stopped short.

“What’s wrong?” Becky asked. She had already come over to join me, and drew in a sharp breath at the sight of the stained patch that marked the floorboards under the rug. “Is that blood?”

“I don’t know.” Without proper chemical analysis, it was impossible to say for certain. But the dark, rusty-brown stain certainly looked as though it could be a mark left from a pool of blood.

Becky shivered, looking around the room again. “But if Belinda was killed here, why didn’t anyone find the body?”

“I don’t know that, either.” I was, though, recalling Lady Sybil’s words: my son gave strict orders that it not be touched, not even by the servants to do the usual sort of cleaning.

I stood up, crossing to a connecting door in the wall near the bed. “I suppose this must lead into Sir Clarence’s room.”

I was half expecting to find it locked, but the knob turned easily, letting us pass through into the adjoining bedroom.

Sir Clarence’s room was nowhere near as tidy as Belinda’s. A towering stack of books was heaped precariously on the bedside table, and papers were scattered across a small writing desk that stood in one corner.

For the moment, though, what concerned me was the big mahogany washstand, which stood with a pitcher and basin at the ready. I went to examine it. The basin itself was clean, but when I lifted it up and turned it over, a faint smudge of reddish brown was visible on the underside of the rim.

“More blood?” Becky asked.

“It looks that way, at any rate.” I was liking this less and less.

I thought a moment, then replaced the wash basin and crossed to ring the bell pull over the mantle. A few moments later, a young maid appeared, a little out of breath and looking surprised to find the two of us in her master’s bed chamber.

“Can I help you, Miss?” she asked.

“Yes, thank you …”

“Annie, Miss.”

“Thank you, Annie. We’re here looking into Lady Belinda’s disappearance.”

“Oh yes, I know, Miss.” Annie flushed, looking slightly self-conscious, and added, “That is, Mrs. Mault told all of us in the servant’s hall why you’d come. And I’m sure we all hopes as you can find her. We’re very fond of Lady Belinda.”

“Did you see her at all on the morning she went missing?”

“Only first thing when I brought her early morning cup of tea.”

“Did anything unusual happen? Did she seem worried or upset at all?”

“I don’t think so.” Annie screwed her face up in an effort of remembrance. “She was still in bed—she never has been an early riser—and she said, Thank you Annie, put it on the table. Just as she usually does. And that was all.”

“I understand she received a telegram that morning?”

“A telegram?” Annie shook her head. “I wouldn’t know anything about that. Mr. Perkins—he’s our butler—is the one who always collects any telegrams and brings in the mail.”

I kept my tone casual. “That was the same morning that Sir Clarence cut himself while shaving, wasn’t it?”

It was only a guess. But I was remembering the edge of a sticking plaster that had been visible above the collar of Sir Clarence’s shirt.

Annie nodded at once, looking completely unsuspecting. “Oh, yes, Miss. Poor gentleman, he rang the bell and when I answered, he’d got blood all over his hands, and the water in the basin there was red with it! It gave me a turn, I can tell you. But he said it was quite all right, it was just that the razor had slipped while he was shaving, and he asked me to fetch him some sticking plasters. And of course he needed a fresh shirt and collar, too, because he’d got blood all over that, as well.”

“I see. Well, thank you, Annie. I think that’s all we wanted to ask.”

Annie bobbed a curtsy and went out.

“Sir Clarence?” Becky asked.

“We can’t jump to any conclusions, but it does look that way.”

I turned to the mahogany wardrobe that stood to one side of the bed and opened it, revealing a neat row of suits hanging from the clothes bar inside. I rifled quickly through them, but there was nothing but clothing inside the wardrobe, and nothing of interest in any of the suit pockets.

“Why would Sir Clarence call in Mr. Holmes, though?” Becky asked, “If he really did kill Belinda?”

“To prevent someone else—his mother or one of the servants—from calling the police? And to make himself look innocent, if a formal inquiry ever were to be opened.”

I turned my attention to the highboy dresser next to the wardrobe and began to open drawers. Handkerchiefs, socks, gloves …

“Lucy?” Becky asked in a small voice. “If Sir Clarence is guilty, what does that tell us about the evidence he’s supposedly been gathering against the Syndicate? What if he’s actually in their pay, and all of this is just a trap to lure us up here?”

I had been hoping that Becky wouldn’t think of that. But of course she was far too quick-witted not to have followed the line of conjecture through to that far more ominous possibility.

“Mr. Holmes and Dr. Watson are out on the Swift with him!” Becky said.

“I know,” I began, turning away from the dresser. “But—”

A floorboard squeaked—not out in the hall, but next door in Belinda’s room. Becky and I both froze. Then, motioning for Becky to remain where she was, I crossed to the connecting door and flung it open.

Belinda’s room was empty.

Becky, having predictably ignored my order to stay put, came to look around my shoulder. “Were we just imagining things?” she whispered.

“No. Someone was here. Look.” I pointed to the coverlet of the bed. It had been perfectly smooth while Becky and I were in the room. Now, one edge of it was rumpled, as though it had been lifted up.

I went quickly to the other door and looked out into the hall, but that, too, was empty. “We must have heard them just leaving the room.” And whoever our visitor had been would doubtless have taken care to be as far away from here as possible by now.

Becky looked back towards the bed. “Could whoever it was have been looking for something? Something hidden under the mattress, maybe?”

“It’s possible.” I went to run my hands underneath the edge of the mattress, but came up empty. “But if they were—and if anything was here to be found—it’s gone now.”

“Did whoever it was hear us talking, do you think?”

“Unfortunately, that’s possible, as well.” I cast my mind back to what Becky and I had been saying—mentally kicking myself for not having taken more care to be sure we weren’t being overheard. We had been speculating about Sir Clarence’s possible guilt …

“It can’t have been Sir Clarence in here,” Becky said. “Not when he’s out on the lake with Dr. Watson and Mr. Holmes.”

That was practically the only thing we knew of a certainty at the moment. And as unsettling as the presence of our unknown eavesdropper was, we had more urgent business.

“You’re right. And that means that we need to get down to the lake shore,” I told Becky. I was trying to ignore the cold inching its way down my spine. “I don’t know whether we can hire a boat to go after the Swift. But we need to try.”





CHAPTER 10: WATSON

The captain of the Swift shook his head. “I don’t recall Lady Belinda boarding us yesterday.” A dignified grey-haired clean-shaven man, his clear blue eyes looked directly at Holmes as he continued, “Nor do I recall her getting off when we returned. The cruise was perfectly ordinary. I know it was ten years ago when the unfortunate accident befell Mr. Lawrence, but yesterday’s voyage went entirely without incident.”

He paused momentarily, taking a wary look at the heavy black clouds that loomed on the horizon in the direction we were headed. “Today may be a different story, however. Sir Clarence, you had best be ready to go below if we run into rough weather.”

“I’ll be fine,” said Sir Clarence as the captain left us. But I noticed our host’s right hand involuntarily move to touch his chest on the left side, in the area of his heart.

He turned to Holmes. “Well, it seems Belinda did not follow the instructions of that telegram yesterday morning, if the captain is correct that she did not in fact board the Swift.” He paused. “So, where does that leave us?”

“Did your wife know you were helping to amass evidence against the Syndicate?” Holmes asked.

“Yes,” said Sir Clarence. “I confided in her fully. She was entirely supportive. She has a passion for justice and truth.”

“So much so that she might have tried to help your investigations?”

Sir Clarence turned pale. “No, she wouldn’t have done anything so dangerous without telling me.”

“Then we are left with the assumption that agents of the Syndicate have taken her to hold as leverage over you,” Holmes said.

Sir Clarence banged his fist against the rail. “But why have I heard nothing? They ought to have sent a ransom note—a demand—something.”

I heard the desperation in his voice and suspected that Sir Clarence would do anything—even destroy the evidence that he was amassing—in order to save his wife.

Although I could think of a sinister reason why there might have been no ransom request: if the agents of the Syndicate accidentally killed Belinda, they would no longer be able to use the threat of her death to extort Sir Clarence into following their orders. Perhaps they were now scrambling to come up with a new plan.

I said nothing of my suspicions aloud, of course. I could not deprive Sir Clarence of the hope that his wife might yet be found.

The dark clouds that the captain had observed were coming closer. A storm was indeed blowing up. As we stood on the Swift’s deck, Sir Clarence eyed the ominous horizon uneasily. “It’s too much like the day Lawrence died,” he said.

“I thought you weren’t there that day,” I said.

“No, of course not,” came the reply. “Just saying what others have told me.”

Suddenly, a shot rang out, the echo reverberating across the water. It seemed to come from a small craft astern of us.

“What was that?” Sir Clarence asked.

In the next moment came another loud report, followed by another.

“Sir Clarence, get down!” Holmes commanded.

The barrister objected. “I can’t imagine who would shoot at us!”

I pulled him down and crouched at his side. I could imagine there were hundreds of Holmes’s enemies who would cheerfully shoot him if they had the chance. But why now? I puzzled for a moment.

“Coming from that little craft astern of us and to starboard,” said Holmes.

“Let me see,” said Sir Clarence, getting to his feet and leaning over the rail. “I may be able to recognize it.”

Then came a fourth shot. Sir Clarence shuddered. “I’m hit!”

I turned to the barrister, intending to pull him back down beside me, but I was too late. He was already tumbling into the water. His jacket was red with blood.





CHAPTER 11: BECKY

Becky was glad that Lucy had asked to borrow the Croftsmere carriage to drive them down to the docks. But even still, the ride seemed to be taking a hundred years, and what was worse, the coachman was an elderly, chatty old man, who seemed to know the history of every square inch of ground they covered and would, if they let him, tell them all about it as they clip-clopped along.

Lucy smiled and answered him very nicely—she was always good at that sort of thing. But Becky could tell that she was crawling with impatience, as well.

What if Sir Clarence tried to throw Mr. Holmes or Dr. Watson overboard? What if he already had? They could be drowning right now.

To distract herself, Becky pulled out the old diary of Belinda’s that she’d found and opened it up at random. At first, she read the printed words without really taking them in. She was mostly thinking about what could be happening on board the Swift.

But then a phrase caught her attention, and she stopped and read the page again. Really read it, this time.

I heard Mother Sybil (that’s what she’s asked me to call her, now that I’m to be her own little girl) talking to Sir John tonight, Belinda had written. They didn’t know I was there, hiding outside the drawing room. They thought I was upstairs in the nursery with the boys, asleep, but I could not sleep. I thought I would go to the kitchen and see whether Cook had left out any of the chocolate biscuits she made for tea. But as I was passing the drawing-room door, I heard voices.

Sir John (he does not prefer that I call him Father, although Mother Sybil wishes that he did) said that I ought to be told the truth someday when I was older, that it was my right to know. Mother Sybil was very angry and said that we did not know for certain that it was the truth, we had only guesswork and another word I did not know. I think it started with sup.

Sir John said that we had more than just guesses, we knew for a fact that my father had embezzled—

Becky looked up and opened her mouth, about to tell Lucy about what she’d just read. But then she heard a familiar voice.

“I’m telling you, I need to hire a boat!”

They had arrived at the docks. Looking out the window, Becky saw that the sky overhead had grown overcast, with towering mounds of sullen-looking clouds hanging low over the water. A row of wooden jetties stretched out into the lake’s choppy grey water, with sail boats and row boats and steam launches bobbing at their moorings as the waves grew rougher.

And at the head of the nearest dock, close enough for Becky to hear him, Flynn was engaged in what looked like a heated argument with the captain of one of the steam launches.

“I’ve got friends out there on water.” Flynn stabbed a finger at the lake for emphasis. “Friends who might be in danger!”

The captain was a large, barrel-chested man with a huge grey beard that covered the entire lower half of his seamed and leathery face. He looked at Flynn with a mixture of annoyance and boredom.

“Look, laddy, I don’t care if your friend is the King of England himself, it’s going to rain cats and dogs soon, and you don’t even have money to pay for my coal—” he began.

A loud crack! rang out across the water, so loud and so unexpected that it took Becky a second to even realise what it was. Then she gasped.

“That was a gunshot!”

Lucy was already in motion, hopping down from the carriage and racing to join Flynn. Becky didn’t hear what she said to the steam launch captain, she was too busy scrambling over the side of the carriage, too. But whatever Lucy told him, it had the captain jumping on board his small steam launch and furiously casting off the mooring lines. He shouted orders to the pair of stokers who worked the engines.

A second gunshot followed the first, and then a third.

Heart pounding, Becky ran to follow Lucy. Both jumped over the side of the small launch, landing on the deck. Flynn landed beside her.

“What happened?” Becky asked.

“That’s Fingers Hagopian out there, on the steam launch.”

They were moving out over the water, now. Flynn clutched at his hat to stop it from blowing away in the stiff breeze that came off the lake. “I saw him rent that boat, and I saw Mr. Holmes and Dr. Watson on that big tourist boat he’s following. He’s got a rifle, and he knows how to use it. I saw him shoot the Burner from long range.”

“Shoot the Burner?” Becky stared at Flynn.

“And bury him in the woods near town. Hagopian brought the rifle here, in his golf bag. We’ve got to stop him!”

They both had to shout, now, to be heard over the clank and roar of the engine. The stokers were red-faced and sweating, shovelling coal into the furnace so that the launch almost flew across the choppy waves. Becky had to brace herself against the railing to keep from losing her balance.

The gathering storm clouds had caused most of the other vessels on the lake to head back to shore. Becky could only see two other boats out on the water: the big passenger steam launch where Flynn had seen Dr. Watson and Mr. Holmes, and the smaller boat like their own that Flynn had identified as Hagopian’s.

Lucy shouted something to the captain, and their boat swung around, heading for the smaller one.

Another gunshot rang out. Becky heard it even above the engine noise. And then she saw someone fall from the deck of the Swift and land with a splash in the water.

Her heart stopped, and she leaned over the rail, trying to see better. Was it Dr. Watson? Mr. Holmes?

They were bearing down on the smaller launch. Becky could just make out a man’s figure standing at the bow rail and holding something in one hand. A rifle?

She clutched tight at the side rail of their launch. Would Hagopian shoot at them, too?

But then the smaller launch swung around with a roar of engines and headed away from them, further down the lake, straight into the ominous tower of black clouds.

Their own captain shouted something to Lucy—probably something like, I’m not going after him—because Lucy nodded and called back, “Head for the Swift!”

They turned again, chugging towards the big passenger launch. The waves were getting higher, now, slamming into the prow and rocking the boat. A patter of rain flung hard, stinging droplets of water into Becky’s face so that she had to squint to see. She could just barely make out the lines of the Swift ahead of them, and the figures on the ship’s deck.

Two men … or was it three?

There was definitely a third man in the water near the Swift’s prow. They were near enough that Becky could see him, desperately fighting not to be swamped by the rising waves. But she couldn’t tell who he was.

Becky gripped the rail so hard that her hands hurt. She realised that she was whispering, “Don’t be drowned! Please don’t be drowned!” over and over again under her breath.

The men on the Swift had thrown out life lines, but the man in the water couldn’t reach them. The waves were carrying him further away from the boat with every second.

And the Swift wasn’t moving. It was hard to hear over the sound of their own engine and the howl of the wind, but Becky didn’t think the big launch’s engines were working.

One of the bullets must have punctured the boiler or done some kind of other damage.

Then one of the men on the Swift’s deck suddenly hoisted himself up to stand balanced on the railing, paused a moment, then dived straight into the water.

“That was Mr. Holmes!” Flynn shouted.

Becky nodded. She’d recognised him, too.

“Get our life preservers!” Lucy cried out. She ran to the place on deck where the cork floats were secured and wrenched one free.

Becky got another, and they leaned out over the railing, watching as Mr. Holmes swam towards the struggling figure in the water with strong, sure strokes. He reached the other man and managed to get hold of him, supporting his head and keeping it above the waves.

“Get closer!” Lucy shouted to the captain of their launch.

Now, Mr. Holmes was nearer to their boat than he was to the Swift. But he was weighted down with the other man, who looked to be unconscious or at least injured.

It was Sir Clarence, Becky now saw. Mr. Holmes had flipped onto his back to hold the barrister under the arms, and he was managing to keep them both above water. But he couldn’t swim properly, not against the strong current of the waves that kept smacking over them.

“Give me the preserver!” Flynn shouted. “And take this!”

Becky stared at him as he thrust a fat envelope into her hands. “What?”

“Give it to Lucy!” Flynn grabbed the cork ring away from her, and before Becky could argue or even fully realise what was happening, he flung himself over the side and landed in the water with a splash.

Becky ran to Lucy’s side and stuffed the envelope into Lucy’s skirt pocket. “From Flynn,” she said.

Lucy didn’t ask questions. She was watching the water where Flynn had vanished.

Becky stood with Lucy, holding her breath, fearful that Flynn would not come back up again. But then Flynn’s head broke the surface, and, clutching the life preserver under one arm, he started swimming towards Mr. Holmes and Sir Clarence.

The life line attached to the preserver spooled out along the deck, and Becky’s heart skipped and stopped all over again as it occurred to her that it might not be long enough to reach them.

But then Mr. Holmes managed to grab hold of the ring and hang on, supporting Sir Clarence with his other arm.

“We have to pull them in!” Lucy shouted. The wind tore at her skirts, whipping her hair wildly around her face.

Their captain was busy at the rudder, trying to keep the steam launch on a steady course. But one of the stokers came out and grabbed hold of the lifeline, and Becky ran to take hold along with Lucy.

“Pull!”

Together they all tugged and dragged on the hemp rope. The coarse fibers hurt Becky’s hands, and the rain was pelting down so hard now that she couldn’t even see out into the water anymore. But she kept pulling as hard as she could, and finally, finally, something bumped against the side of the launch.

First Flynn’s head appeared over the railing. Becky jumped to catch hold of his hand, which was so cold it felt like a dead fish. But she got him up and over the rail, and he slipped and scrambled over to take hold of the lifeline, too.

“Pull!”

They all pulled together, and with a final heave, Mr. Holmes and Sir Clarence rose out of the water and landed with a thud on the deck—just as a deafening clap of thunder split the air and a torrent of rain fell, as though the sky itself had been cracked open.





CHAPTER 12: WATSON

Holmes said, “Tell me about the miniature figurines.”

We were all safely back on shore, close by the docks, waiting for two carriages Holmes had ordered. We stood in a cluster, Holmes and Flynn draped in blankets and shivering. Sir Clarence was the only one not standing with us. The barrister slumped on a deck chair, clutching the tourniquet I had hastily applied to his upper arm as a stopgap until I could treat the wound properly. I was glad to see him still alert.

We all listened as Holmes interviewed Flynn.

“I couldn’t make them out,” Flynn said. “But they looked bronze, or maybe brass. Same colour as the two miniature elephants we found in London. They were in the Burner’s coat pocket.”

“The outside pocket?”

Flynn nodded. He had already told Mr. Holmes about the wad of cash in the envelope he had taken from the Burner’s inside pocket. Lucy had then taken the fat envelope from her pocket and handed it over to Mr. Holmes.

“And the trinkets are now in the possession of Hagopian?”

Flynn nodded. “In his pocket, last I saw.”

“That may be useful information. The envelope of bank notes may also be of great assistance. Well done, Flynn.”

The carriages arrived then. Most of us boarded the first one, a four-wheeler, bound for Croftsmere, where I could provide the medical attention Sir Clarence needed.

Holmes and Lucy, however, took the second carriage. I overheard Holmes telling their driver to take them to the post office. I did not know why.

We arrived at Croftsmere and I immediately set to work in the parlour to clean and bandage the gunshot wound in Sir Clarence’s upper arm. I was explaining that, luckily, the bullet had gone straight through without causing any damage to the bone.

At that moment, Lady Sybil came in.

“I’m fine, Mother,” Sir Clarence said.

I had not yet applied the dressings, however, and the sight of her son’s uncovered wound had its effect on Lady Sybil.

“Oh, Dear God, how awful,” she gasped. “I shall be in my bedroom.”

When Holmes and Lucy joined us at later, rain was still pelting down outside, with occasional claps of thunder and flashes of lightning. We were all on high alert, since the man in the other launch—undoubtedly Hagopian—was still at large, and still in possession of his long-range rifle. The servants had been ordered to lock all the doors and windows. The maids had drawn the curtains, and footmen guarded both the front and rear entrances.

I had my revolver in my pocket.

I had not thought it wise to move Sir Clarence, so we were all seated in the large, expansive parlour when Holmes and Lucy returned, without, I might add, explaining either the purpose of their trip or its results. Sir Clarence sat beside me, his arm by now securely bandaged. Becky and Flynn, warmed up with blankets and hot drinks, curled up at opposite ends of a long sofa. Holmes found a pot of hot tea on the side table and poured himself a mug full before he sat on one of the upright chairs. As he sipped the warm and what I hoped was a restorative drink, Lucy draped a voluminous dry towel around his neck and shoulders.

“Thank you, Lucy,” Holmes said. “Now, what have you to tell us?”

“We found a bloodstain on the floor of Sir Clarence’s bedroom,” she calmly replied. She then provided details of the discovery.

“Have you anything to say?” Holmes asked Sir Clarence, when Lucy had finished speaking. Holmes stood and moved to the tall stone fireplace, so that the heat from the glowing hot coals warmed his back. He looked down at the stricken barrister who lay, white-faced, upon the sofa.

“Anything at all?” Holmes asked.

“I—I have no idea how the stain came to be there.” Sir Clarence’s voice wavered and his hand shook so much that he nearly spilled the glass of brandy I had recommended for the pain. “It might have been there for months—or years, even.”

Holmes scowled. “You have been through an ordeal today, Sir Clarence. In light of that, I will permit you one idiotic lie. But only one. Now, I will ask you again, and think carefully before you answer. Your best—your only hope—lies in giving us the full truth. Did you kill your wife?”

“I don’t know!” The words burst from Sir Clarence as though torn. He bowed his head, shoulders shaking. “God help me, I don’t know.”

Holmes said nothing, merely waited, and after a long moment Sir Clarence raised his head with a visible effort and dragged in a shuddering breath.

“I will tell you the truth—and it is the whole truth, I swear it. Although whether you will believe me—whether anyone could believe such a wild tale—I do not know.”

Holmes sat silent.

“Three nights ago, Belinda and I … we argued. The anniversary of my brother Lawrence’s death was approaching. Belinda accused me of not wishing to discuss it or hear his name mentioned. She felt it was unhealthy to keep my feelings about the tragedy so much to myself. She even …”

Sir Clarence stopped, his eyes darting sideways, and he took another sip of the brandy. “At any rate, we argued. She was right, to a degree. I … I do not see the point in raking up past tragedy.”

Holmes leaned forward. The sharpness of his stern features was thrown into relief by the flickering lamp-light. “You are still not being entirely frank with us, Sir Clarence. In fact, your wife accused you of harbouring suspicions that she had something to do with Lawrence’s death.”

Sir Clarence jolted upright, turning a white, shocked face to Holmes. “How—how did you—”

“Your guilty look every time the subject was mentioned betrayed you,” Holmes said calmly. “Either you yourself had caused your brother’s demise, or you suspected that the death had been caused by someone near and dear to you. You were not actually on board the Swift that day. Your presence would have been noted and remarked on by someone. But you were present on the docks that fatal afternoon, and not at Eton as you claimed.”

“Yes.” Sir Clarence’s shoulders slumped as all ability to prevaricate seemed to drain out of him. “I still don’t know how you were able to tell, but you are quite correct. I left school—without permission, you understand—and came secretly to attend the ceremony. I wanted to see Belinda. I was afraid that Lawrence … he was in love with her. I was afraid that he might propose that day, and that she might accept. Not that I had a plan for how to prevent that from happening, I just … I was a sixteen-year-old boy, and I had a boy’s irrational wish to be there.” Sir Clarence’s lips quirked in a brief, bitter smile, then he raised the brandy glass to his lips again. “I hung back in the crowd at the docks. I don’t believe that I was recognized. But after the toasts had been given, I saw Belinda talking closely with Lawrence. Belinda seemed … I was at a distance, but she looked dissatisfied with what Lawrence was saying. This I admit gave me hope. Then I looked at my watch and realized that if I wanted to avoid punishment for being absent without leave, I barely had time to get to the station to catch the train to Oxford. But I took one last look at Belinda and saw her—” Sir Clarence’s voice cracked. “I saw her hand Lawrence a glass of champagne.”

“And you immediately jumped to the conclusion that she had poisoned your brother?” Lucy had been quiet until this point, allowing Sir Clarence to talk, but she did not trouble to keep the skepticism from her tone.

“Not then. Not right away.” Sir Clarence’s face was stamped with misery. “But my brother was a strong swimmer. He should have been able to stay afloat—to catch hold of the life preserver and be pulled to safety. Yet by all accounts, he simply sank. I do not wish to believe it. In my rational moments, I do not believe it. What motive could Belinda have had for wishing my brother harm? And yet—” he dragged his hands through his hair. “And yet ever since that day, a part of me has been tormented by the suspicion that she put something in the champagne that affected Lawrence’s ability to swim.”

“That’s not quite all.” It was Becky who spoke up from the corner of the room where she sat with Flynn.

We all turned, looking at her with varying degrees of surprise.

“It’s in Belinda’s diary that she kept when she was small,” Becky said. She held up a leather-bound volume. “I was just going to tell you, Lucy, but then we heard the gunshots, and we had to get on the boat. Anyway, Belinda suspected her mother had killed her father and then committed suicide. Lady Sybil thought so, too. Belinda overheard her talking to Sir John one night, soon after they’d adopted her. Lady Sybil strongly suspected that Belinda’s mother had drugged her father, then taken poison herself before setting fire to the bed clothes. He had been embezzling money from the firm and was about to be disgraced.” Becky’s gaze focused on Sir Clarence. “That’s why you thought Belinda might have hurt Lawrence—or partly. Belinda must have told you about all of this. She worried that she might grow up to be a bad person like her mother. She wrote about it in her diary. And you thought she might have inherited her mother’s bad blood. Even though that’s a silly idea,” she added. “The latest scientific studies say there’s no reason at all to think being a criminal is hereditary.”

Sir Clarence gaped at her in astonishment a moment, then bowed his head in acknowledgment. “Yes. Everything you say is quite true.”

I saw the gleam of satisfaction in Holmes’s half-lidded gaze as he regarded the young barrister, as though his own private theories had just been confirmed. But he said only, “We return now to your account of what happened three nights ago. You and your wife argued. What happened next?”

“That is just what I cannot say!” Sir Clarence attempted to push himself upright, then fell back with a groan as the movement stretched his wound. “I recall the argument, and Belinda’s being angry with me. But then after that, everything is just … just an indeterminate haze, a blur. I remember being extremely tired, and thinking I ought to lie down. But the next clear memory I have is of coming back to consciousness, lying face-down on the floor of my wife’s room. I was alone. But beside me on the floorboards was a large pool of blood.” Sir Clarence’s voice shook. “And in my hand, there was a knife, likewise stained!”





CHAPTER 13: LUCY

Silence followed Sir Clarence’s words, punctuated only by the continued drumming of the rain and the crackle of the fire in the grate.

Holmes was the first to speak, drawing up a chair to sit beside Sir Clarence, who lay propped up on the sofa. Holmes leaned forward.

“Let us be very clear. You saw no sign of your wife or her body?”

“None.” Sir Clarence swallowed, the muscles in his throat visible. “I swear it. But I am afraid … Mr. Holmes, I have read of brain-storms—fits of madness—that can overtake a man, rendering him entirely unaware of what he is doing. What if I learned that Belinda was indeed guilty of dosing Laurence’s drink with something that led to his death? What if I killed her in a fit of rage and then somehow disposed of her … of the body, all the while unaware of what I had done?”

Holmes regarded him a moment, his expression inscrutable. I watched him, wondering whether my thoughts were running along the same lines as his own.

“Does the name Fingers Hagopian mean anything to you, Sir Clarence?” Holmes asked.

I could see him scrutinising the young baronet as he spoke, but Sir Clarence only looked blank.

“Not that I can recall. Should it?”

“We believe him to be the gunman who shot at us this afternoon. You are not acquainted with him? No matter. Tell me: what did you do with the knife?”

“The knife?” Sir Clarence blinked then rubbed at his face. “I crept out by the side door and flung it away into the lake. I cleaned up the blood as best I could, moved the carpet in Belinda’s room to cover over the stain, and told the maid that I had cut myself while shaving to account for the blood on my clothes and in the wash basin. I wired to you, Mr. Holmes, because I was desperate—desperate for you to discover that this was in fact a kidnapping by our enemies. Or at the least, that I was not guilty of murdering the person most beloved to me in all the world.” His voice cracked, and he buried his head in his hands. “But if I did not, where in heaven’s name is Belinda now? Why has no trace of her been found?”

“That is what we must hope to uncover, Sir Clarence. However, there are certain practical matters we must take into consideration. Your mother, I believe, suffers from a weak heart?”

“Dear heaven, my mother.” Sir Clarence looked up with a half groan. “I had not even considered the effect this will have on her. She has had enough to bear already, between Laurence’s death and my father’s. Already her health is not strong, and Belinda was like a daughter to her.” He looked down at his own hands, as though imagining them once more coated in blood. “If I am guilty—”

“Let us proceed one step at a time,” Holmes interrupted. He turned. “Becky? I understand that Lady Sybil took something of a fancy to you. Perhaps you might slip upstairs and tell her of our conversation down here. Say that you don’t want her to be upset, so you have come to warn her that we are going to be summoning the police quite shortly, and they may want to conduct a search of the house.”

Becky looked back at Holmes, her head tilted a little on one side and her gaze curious. But she nodded and slipped away to do as he asked.

Holmes was silent, then turned back to the young baronet. “There is, of course, another possibility.” His voice was smooth.

“Another … what do you mean? Another possible suspect in Belinda’s disappearance?”

“No. I mean the possibility that you are indeed guilty—and fully aware of that fact. We have testimony from a witness who says that you and your wife had been on acrimonious terms for some time.”

“What?” Sir Clarence gaped at him. “Who is this witness?”

“You deny it?”

“Of course I deny it! I admit we argued about … about the upcoming anniversary of my brother’s death on the night she disappeared. But I told you of that! Otherwise, we had never been happier!”

Holmes leaned in and spoke relentlessly. “You planned to kill your wife, you carried out your plan, and now, since you are on the brink of discovery, you have trotted out this very convenient story of a lapse in memory.”

“No!” Sir Clarence’s face was ashen. “No, I’m telling you the truth, I swear it. And besides.” He seemed to rally somewhat. “If I am in fact guilty, then why should this … this Hagopian have attempted to kill me this afternoon?”

He gestured to his bandaged upper arm.

“Ah.” Holmes continued to look at him from under half-lidded eyes. “But have we any evidence to show that those bullets were, in fact, intended for you and you alone? A lone and distant shooter, positioned on the deck of a boat that was being pitched and tossed by the waves? I doubt even Colonel Sebastian Moran could fire with a high degree of accuracy under such circumstances. The bullets could easily have been intended for Watson or for me. And we were on board the deck of the Swift at your invitation.”

“I—” Sir Clarence wiped sweat away from his forehead with his good hand. “It’s not true, I swear to you!”

“We shall see.” Holmes’s stern expression didn’t alter. “The police will have to be informed. I will telephone to them directly.” His eyes met mine for a long moment, and he gave a slight nod.

Then he raised his head, listening, and I caught the sound of quick, light footsteps on the stairs.

Becky, coming back from her errand to Lady Sybil.

“Watson, would you be so good as to remain here with your patient?” Holmes asked.

Watson frowned, looking Holmes up and down. “Really, Holmes, you ought to be under medical care yourself. Your ordeal this afternoon in the lake—”

“I am quite well. But I would like to examine the bloodstain on the floor upstairs for myself, before the police arrive to trample any remaining evidence and generally make a hash of the scene.” Holmes rose smoothly to his feet. “Lucy?”

I went to join him. We passed Becky in the hallway as we moved to ascend to the upper floor. She looked as though she would have liked very much to ask a dozen or more questions, but she obeyed when Holmes told her they would be telephoning the police and asked her to stay with Flynn and the others.

“Now.” Holmes glanced at me and I nodded.

Together, we proceeded up the stairs and along the passage to Sir Clarence’s room. Holmes paused a moment, listening, then with a sudden burst of movement, flung the door wide.

A figure kneeling beside the wardrobe gave a little scream at our appearance.

“Ah. Lady Sybil.” Holmes made a slight bow. “My apologies for the abruptness of our entrance.”

Lady Sybil remained on the floor, gaping at him, her hands still on the knob of the dresser drawer. “I … Mr. Holmes …” She drew a ragged breath, seeming to pull herself together. “Forgive me, I was just—”

“Yes, Lady Sybil. You were just what? There is, perhaps, something of interest hidden amidst your son’s clothes?”

“No! Not at all … that is, I—” Lady Sybil’s voice was breathless as she took her hands away from the dresser, settling them in her lap.

“It’s all right, Lady Sybil.” Holmes voice was gentle. “We quite understand a mother’s natural feelings. But we must have the truth now.”

“The truth … yes.” With an exhaled rush of air, Lady Sybil bowed her head. “Forgive me, Mr. Holmes. I only wanted to protect my son. The little girl came and told me … told me what you suspect he has done.”

“And so naturally you came here, wishing to uncover any evidence against him for yourself so that it might be destroyed before reaching our eyes.”

“It was wrong, I know. Very wrong.” Lady Sybil flung her hands out in a gesture of appeal. “Please, Mr. Holmes, I can only beg your forgiveness. But he is my son—my only living son. Even if he has done this dreadful thing, I cannot simply abandon him to his fate.”

“And you thought that the evidence of his crime might be concealed here?” In a few quick strides, Holmes crossed to where Lady Sybil sat and bent to extract something from the dresser drawer.

“Ah.” The first object he held up was a leather-covered diary, much like the one Becky had found in among Belinda’s childhood things. The second was a women’s lace-edged handkerchief, crumpled and stained with what looked to be dried blood. Holmes held up the small scrap of fabric, displaying a letter B embroidered in one corner.





PART FOUR





CHAPTER 14: BECKY

Becky really had been planning to do exactly as Mr. Holmes asked and go back to join Flynn and the others in the drawing room. She honestly was, even if it was boring and she suspected Mr. Holmes and Lucy would be doing something far more interesting than simply telephoning to the police.

The police.

That made her remember what Flynn had told her about Hagopian going around the back of the police station before he’d gone on to the docks. She hadn’t had time to think about it properly before, but now she wondered. What had Hagopian been doing there?

The answer didn’t seem as though it could be good news, and it occurred to her that she ought to tell Mr. Holmes before he telephoned to the station. Because what if some of the Windermere police force were in league with Hagopian?

That was part of the trouble Jack was facing back in London: policemen who were criminals themselves. Like the big one called the Burner, who Hagopian had shot. She remembered the horrid feel of that man’s massive hand across her face as he’d tried to drag her away in London, and she didn’t feel a bit sorry.

Becky started back towards the main entrance hall and the stairs, debating whether she should go up and tell Mr. Holmes and Lucy or wait until they’d come back down.

But then she caught sight of the telephone cabinet at the other end of the hall. So far, she and Flynn hadn’t made any progress at all with helping Gregson get his job at Scotland Yard back.

They hadn’t seen Gregson at all since arriving here. Although maybe that made sense. He would be searching for any sign of Amy first of all. She’d heard how scared and desperate he’d sounded when he was talking about her with Lucy and Jack.

Still, they were never going to persuade Inspector Lestrade of what a capable and intelligent police officer Gregson was, if Gregson missed out on most of the investigation.

She went quickly to the telephone cabinet, waited for the operator, and then asked to be connected to the Windermere Hotel.

There was a series of clicks and buzzes, and then a bored woman’s voice said, “Windermere Hotel, may I help you?”

“Yes, do you have an Inspector … I mean, a Mr. Gregson staying with you?” Becky asked.

She tried to pitch her voice like Lucy’s to sound more grown up. But apparently it didn’t work very well, because the woman on the other end of the line said, still sounding bored, “I couldn’t say, I’m sure.”

“Why on earth not?” Becky asked.

The woman sniffed, sounding huffy now. “I’m not at liberty to divulge any private information about our guests.”

“Well, if Mr. Gregson is staying there, could you get a message to him?”

The woman sniffed again. “I couldn’t say, I’m sure, not without knowing the message.”

Becky didn’t often dislike people, but she was starting to dislike whoever answered the telephone at the Windermere very much.

“Just tell him to come to Croftsmere straight way, it’s very important.”

She waited, then the telephone buzzed, and she realised that the woman had simply hung up on her without answering.

Becky was wondering whether it would be any use telephoning back, when a movement outside the window on the side of the entrance hall caught her eye. She startled, then peered more closely, and saw a man’s slim figure, dressed in a grey suit and with a grey soft felt hat on his head.

Her heart skipped as she recognised the same man she’d seen inside the railway carriage, talking to Hagopian.

The rain had stopped, and night was falling. But there was still light enough to see that the man was striding quickly away from the house, out into the wooded grounds that ran alongside the lake.

She looked around wildly. Someone was supposed to be on duty here at the front door, keeping watch. But whichever of the servants it was, he or she must have decided to sneak off for a bite to eat in the servants’ hall, because there was no one about. Becky couldn’t run back and tell Dr. Watson or Flynn about the man in grey, not without losing all chance of seeing where he was going.

She couldn’t call out for Lucy or Mr. Holmes, either. Croftsmere was a huge place. The man in the grey suit would hear her if she shouted loud enough to be heard all the way up on the second floor.

Becky took a breath, then ran to lift a dark cloak that probably belonged to Lady Sybil from the rack in the hall. She wrapped it around herself—definitely Lady Sybil’s, it smelled of her perfume—and then as softly as she could, she pushed open the front door.

Keeping close to the house, she tiptoed around the gravel drive to the side where she’d glimpsed the man in grey.

For a moment, she thought she’d lost him, and her stomach dropped. But then she spotted him, just vanishing into a clump of trees.

Becky’s heart hammered. She ought to run back inside and fetch help. That was the sensible thing to do. This was why Flynn accused her of always getting herself into trouble: because she didn’t always do the sensible thing.

But then, almost as though she’d been struck by lightning, her brain suddenly flashed to a memory of standing on the stairwell with the housekeeper Mrs. Mault. And she remembered what had been tugging at her mind when they were in Lady Sybil’s room.

Picking up the folds of the cloak, Becky ran after the man in grey, darting from tree to tree and staying in the shadows as much as she could.

They were following a path that seemed to lead around the edge of the lake. Becky lost track of how far they’d come. It felt like miles, but when she looked back over her shoulder, she could still see the lights from Croftsmere.

Finally, she pushed through a patch of shrubbery and found herself staring at a small, tumbled-down stone building that had once been a cottage or maybe even a barn, if this land had been a farm before Sir John Croft had come and built his pretend castle.

Becky stopped and held very still, watching, and was just in time to see the man in grey vanish through a door in the stone building’s side.

She was staring at the place, wondering whether she dared creep any closer, when she suddenly felt a hand grab hold of her arm.





CHAPTER 15: LUCY

Holmes held up the bloodstained handkerchief. “Your daughter-in-law’s, Lady Sybil?”

Mutely, Lady Sybil nodded.

Holmes set the scrap of fabric aside and opened the diary, rifling through until he reached the final entry.

He read aloud: “I am increasingly uneasy, and have been ever since Sir John’s death. Laurence refuses to listen to me or to speak of it, but I saw the empty medicine bottles with my own eyes. The strange men who sometimes come to the house. I hate myself for harboring these growing suspicions, but I cannot help but be afraid—” Holmes stopped. “And there the writing breaks off, as though Lady Belinda were interrupted.” He looked at me. “Suggestive, would you not say?”

“More than suggestive,” I agreed. “Conclusive.”

“Indeed.”

Lady Sybil had covered her face with her hands and was weeping into them quietly, but she raised her head to look at Holmes.

“I know attempting to suppress this evidence was very wrong. But I acted from a mother’s love. Please, Mr. Holmes, you must believe me!”

“Believe you?” Holmes appeared to consider. “Do you know, Lady Sybil, I find myself quite unbound by any such obligation.” His expression had not outwardly changed, but the tone of his voice had altered, somehow.

“What?” Lady Sybil gave a sharp intake of breath. “Why, whatever do you mean?”

“I must congratulate you.”

“Congratulate me?” she faltered. “What—”

“On your performance. The act of a grieving, worried mother, driven to desperation by love of her son. It was quite convincing. Really, I can only think of three or at most four other murderers who have succeeded in putting on quite such an exemplary show of false emotion.”

“Murder—” Lady Sybil stared at him a moment, then drew herself up. “Really, Mr. Holmes, if that is some kind of strange jest, I consider it in extremely poor taste—”

“I assure you, it is no jest.” Holmes’s voice held a ring of steel, now. “You murdered your son Lawrence. The nerve tonic which you so helpfully provided to relieve his stuttering was laced with digitalis. True, he died in an accident, but the digitalis would have impeded his ability to swim.”

“Digitalis?” Lady Sybil moistened her lips. “And where would I have managed to procure such a thing?”

“You obtained the medicine from your husband’s prescription, substituting water for Sir John’s digitalis medicine and saving up the real medicine into a lethal dose. While you were substituting water, he would relapse, an occurrence which drew the attention of your attending physician, even if he failed to correctly interpret the reason behind the strange pattern of your husband’s bouts of illness. First you poisoned Lawrence. Your husband’s malady—and I dare say his misguided affection for you—made him relatively easy to control. However, your husband had in the months before his death shown signs of beginning to suspect, shall we say, that you were not quite the ministering angel you appeared to be. And so, he had to be disposed of. And when your daughter-in-law also began to suspect you—well, you formulated a plan that would rid you of both her and your remaining son. Framing your son for Belinda’s murder with such ingenuity that even he himself was afraid that he might be guilty was truly a masterful stroke. I imagine that you offered him a dose of your useful nerve-tonic, or perhaps you simply drugged his glass at dinner. Then, when he had succumbed to the effects of the drug, you staged the scene: a bloodied knife in his hand, a corresponding stain of blood on the floor. I imagine that a visit to the local butcher will prove that you used some animal’s blood for the effect, since it did not suit your purposes to have a murder actually committed on the night that Lady Belinda disappeared.”

Lady Sybil looked at Holmes with contempt. “And can you tell me why I should have done that? You talk of vague suspicions, Mr. Holmes. But of what do you believe me guilty?”

“Of being the very individual whom your son has been helping to track down: the person who has been providing a London-based blackmailing ring with juicy tidbits of scandal involving aristocratic visitors on holiday in the Lake District.”

“Blackmail?” Lady Sybil sniffed expressively. “Really, Mr. Holmes? You believe I would stoop so low?”

“I believe that you had very little choice in the matter. The answer lies in the past, deep in the past. Disappointed in your own sons and longing for a daughter, your fancy was captured by a little girl named Belinda, the daughter of an employee in your husband’s firm. The employee and his wife were, by all accounts, an unpleasant and largely amoral pair, and that fact may have influenced your decision. However, I should say that you have always been a woman for whom the concepts of right and wrong matter very little when it is a question of taking something you want. And in this case, you wanted the child Belinda for your own. You contrived to have her parents die in a fire, planting in your husband’s mind the suspicion that the tragedy had been a murder-suicide, rather than simply murder, so that he would not suspect you of having had anything to do with their deaths. And, for Belinda’s sake, he would no doubt also bring pressure to bear on the local constabulary to classify the deaths as accidental. For what good would it do Belinda, you pointed out, if it came out that her father was an embezzler and her mother had taken both his and her own life to avoid the shame? What you did not know was that Belinda herself overheard one of your conversations with Sir John, and worried over the question of her mother’s guilt. I have no doubt that she confided her fears in Lawrence, as children do confide in their closest companions. He may have thought little enough of it at the time. He was a mere child, as well. But I suspect that as Lawrence grew older, he began to put certain pieces of evidence together. I understand that you and your husband were actually staying in the same house as Belinda’s parents when the tragedy occurred, a coincidence that would have impressed itself on Lawrence’s mind as odd. Most people who determine to commit suicide do not invite a weekend party of guests into their home before carrying out the plan. We can have no proof of how Lawrence came to hold such suspicions, since he drowned that fatal day on the Swift. But it is quite possible that Lawrence may have uncovered further evidence that the fire that claimed the lives of Belinda’s parents was, in fact, set by you.”

“Really, Mr. Holmes, this is outrageous!” Lady Sybil broke in. “I do not intend to sit here and be insulted in my own home—”

Holmes kept speaking, entirely ignoring the interruption. “Whether Lawrence shared his suspicions with you, perhaps even came to you with them, begging you to refute them, I do not know. But you determined that he had to die, and you took steps to arrange it. You gave him the drugged nerve tonic, immediately before he was to board the Swift. A long chance, perhaps, that he would fall to his death and drown. But then, you had nothing to lose. If he failed to die on the Swift’s maiden outing, you had all the opportunities in the world to keep administering poison until he succumbed. And after Lawrence did, in fact, drown, all was well for a time. But then calamity befell you, in that someone in a position of power within a certain organisation came to learn of your culpability in the matter of the intentionally staged fire, and perhaps in the matter of Lawrence’s death, as well. You had a choice: face prosecution, or else become a member of the same organization, supplying material with which others might be blackmailed.”

Lady Sybil’s face had gone chalky white, with splotches of color standing out likes stains on her cheeks. She swallowed. “This has been very entertaining. But you haven’t a shadow of proof of any of these wild theories, Mr. Holmes.”

“Ah, but that is exactly what we do have, Lady Sybil,” Holmes said smoothly. “First, we have the lie you told about Belinda receiving a telegram on the morning of her disappearance. We have made in inquiries at the post office. No such message arrived.”

“I … I may have been mistaken about the day—” Lady Sybil began. She was still making an effort to speak haughtily.

Holmes interrupted. “Second—” He glanced at me.

“Yes,” I said. “We have also the fact that I searched every drawer in this room earlier,” I told her. “There wasn’t a trace of the diary or the blood-stained handkerchief. You were arranging them for police searchers to find when we interrupted you. You must have stolen the diary out of Belinda’s room yesterday, while Becky and I were in here. At first, you intended to simply destroy it. But then you overheard us discussing the evidence against Sir Clarence, and it occurred to you that by sheer good chance, the final entry in the diary could be used to cast suspicion on him instead.”

Holmes opened the diary again. “I am increasingly uneasy, and have been ever since Sir John’s death. Those words, and the mention following of strange visitors and empty medicine bottles form a suggestive picture when coupled with the theory we have outlined of your crimes. They also provide a motive for your needing to silence Belinda. She had begun to suspect you, and thus the beloved daughter you had so longed for became a liability and had to be eliminated.”

For a long moment, Lady Sybil simply stared at him, her eyes wide and dilated, her expression slack. Then, with a quick, lizard-like movement, her hand darted into the pocket of her gown.

I was expecting a weapon, and was drawing my own revolver from my pocket, but the gunshot I was expecting never came.

Instead, Lady Sybil lifted a small glass vial to her lips and tossed off the contents in a single gulp.

Holmes leapt forward, but it was too late. Lady Sybil’s face was already contorted, and she bent over at the waist, her breath coming in wheezing gasps.

“Watson!” Holmes ran for the door, shouting down the stairs as he went. “Watson, come at once, and bring your medical kit. Lady Sybil has ingested a draught of poison.”





CHAPTER 16: BECKY

Becky whirled around and almost screamed before Flynn clapped a hand across her mouth.

“Shhh!” he hissed at her. “Quiet!”

“Oh, brilliant suggestion, Mr. Flynn,” she hissed back. Her heart felt as though it were knocking against her back teeth. “If you want people to keep quiet, you could try not sneaking up behind them. Where did you even come from, anyway?”

“From the house.” It was dark enough here in the shadows that Flynn was just a blurred outline, his face almost completely invisible. “I saw you through the window and went out after you.”

“You saw me? Does Dr. Watson know that we’re out here, then?” she whispered.

Flynn shook his head. “No. Sir Clarence fell asleep. Dr. Watson had given him some morphine for the pain. And then there was some kind of a ruckus upstairs—screaming and shouting. Dr. Watson ran up to see what had happened. I was just going to go after him when I saw you through the window. Thought I’d better come after you, instead, in case there was trouble.”

Becky could have said something about being able to take care of any trouble on her own. But if she was being honest, she was glad that he was here.

“Now, tell me what’s going on,” Flynn whispered. He looked past her towards the tumbled-down stone building. “Is there someone in there?”

“Yes. I saw him! The same man who was with Hagopian in the train carriage!” Becky told him. “Only he isn’t—”

She broke off with a gasp as from somewhere inside the building there came the sound of a man’s voice, raised in anger. Then a thud, followed by a deep groan.

Becky had heard that noise before. It was the kind of groan a man gave when someone had punched him hard in the stomach.

“That sounded like it came from around back!” Flynn whispered. “Come on!”

Together, they ran around the side of the building. Becky had to go more slowly than she wanted to, lifting up the folds of the cloak and trying to keep from tripping over sticks and loose stones in the dark. Panting, they finally reached the back of the stone hut, where Becky saw a square of yellow light gleaming in the dark.

A window, not quite shut.

She looked at Flynn, her head tilted in a silent question. Should they try to get a look inside?

He shrugged. But then the same angry voice spoke again, the words clear now that they were closer.

“Talk! Tell me where your husband keeps his private papers, or I’ll shoot this man here and now.”

A woman’s voice answered. Becky couldn’t make out what she said, only that she sounded as though she were sobbing.

Then another thud, and a groan.

Without having to talk about it, Becky and Flynn both crouched down low and inched closer to the window. A stone rattled under one of her feet, and Becky froze. But whoever was inside the hut was too busy terrorizing the woman to notice.

She was still crying; they were directly underneath the window, now, and Becky could hear her shuddering sobs.

She glanced at Flynn, who was making some kind of motion at her. Becky frowned, then realized he was telling her to pull up the hood of the cloak to cover her head.

It was a good idea. Her blond hair would stand out in the dark.

Becky slid the hood up, then very, very slowly raised herself enough that she could just peep in through the window.

There was no glass, which shocked her, even though it shouldn’t have. Of course, there wouldn’t be glass windows in a tumbled-down abandoned cottage or barn. But it made her stomach lurch sideways to realize that she was staring directly at the scene inside, with no barrier at all between them.

The man in grey was standing off to one side of the room, leaning against the wall with the brim of his hat shading his face. In front of him, two people were tied to chairs in the middle of the room: a pretty blond woman Becky recognized as Belinda from the photograph she’d seen, and a man in brown coat and knickers who was slumped forwards and looked to be maybe unconscious, with his head sunk on his chest and his wrists tied behind him. Blood from a cut stained his forehead.

And standing with his back to her, so close that Becky could have stretched out her hand and touched him, was Fingers Hagopian.

He leaned threateningly towards Belinda, his voice a low growl. “You want to be the reason his brains get spattered all over the walls?”

He raised a gun, aiming it in the unconscious man’s direction.

Still crying, Belinda shook her head.

Hagopian shook the gun in her face. “Then tell us what we want to know!”

“L-leave her alone!” The man on the other chair suddenly raised his head and spoke in a slurred voice.

The air in Becky’s lungs turned to ice, and for a second she couldn’t breathe. Then, in an instant, she had dropped back down to the ground, out of sight.

“Lestrade!” she gasped soundlessly.

“What?”

“The man tied up in there.” Becky leaned so that she could speak into Flynn’s ear. Although her heart was pounding so loudly that it seemed like the people inside had to be able to hear. “It’s Inspector Lestrade, and his face is all bloody!”

Flynn gaped at her a moment. “That’s—”

“Very, very bad,” Becky finished for him.

“Keep quiet, pig!” Hagopian roared. There was a crash, as though he’d just kicked Inspector Lestrade’s chair. “I’ve a score to settle with coppers like you. Wouldn’t trouble me at all to shoot you in the face.”

Becky squeezed her eyes shut. They must have kidnapped Inspector Lestrade from the police station, which meant that at least one of the local police officers was on Hagopian’s side.

But that didn’t matter so much as the need to plan what they were going to do now.

“We can’t go back to Croftsmere for help,” Flynn whispered. “We’d never make it back here in time.”

He was right. Hagopian’s voice sounded ragged with nerves and shaking with anger. He was in the state men got into sometimes where temper blinded them, and all they wanted was to hurt someone.

By the time they could get back here with help, Inspector Lestrade could likely be dead.

“We have to distract them,” she whispered to Flynn. “Find a way to get them to come out of the house.”

“Oh good, so nothing dangerous, then,” Flynn muttered.

“I’ll ask you one last time,” Hagopian roared from inside the house. “Where—”

They were out of time to think of a better plan.

Becky opened her mouth and screamed, long and loud. Flynn stared at her in horror, but everything from inside the hut had gone dead quiet. Then there was a thud of feet as Hagopian must have raced for the window.

Becky threw herself backwards, stumbling and tripping in the dark as she and Flynn ran towards the cover of trees. A shot rang out, then another.

“That’s good,” Becky panted, as together they flung themselves down behind a clump of shrubbery. The shots must have gone wide; she didn’t hear them strike anything.

Flynn raised himself up on his elbows. “I don’t think the word good means what you think it means.”

“He’s shooting! That means he saw us,” Becky said under her breath. “He’ll come outside after us instead of shooting Inspector Lestrade.”

“And then he’ll shoot us instead. Much better,” Flynn whispered back.

“Only if we can’t stop him first.” Becky felt on the ground around them until her fingers touched what felt like a nice, sturdy fallen branch. She picked it up, weighed its heft, then handed it to Flynn. “Here, you take this. I’ll find another one for myself.”

“That’s your plan? We’re going to attack a known London mobster—who’s got a gun—armed with a couple of sticks?”

“Shh!” Becky hissed.

She’d heard footsteps, coming from the front of the house. Hagopian or else the man in grey must have run to the front door.

They both froze, holding completely still as the heavy footfalls came nearer to their screen of bushes.

“Who’s that?” Hagopian’s voice growled. “Come out! Show yourselves!”

He must think they were incredibly stupid if he imagined they were going to do as he said. Neither she or Flynn spoke out loud, but Becky knew they were both thinking it.

She tried to make her breathing as quiet and shallow as she possibly could, straining her ears to listen for where exactly Hagopian was.

And the man in grey. Had he come out of the house, too, or was he still inside, guarding Belinda and Inspector Lestrade?

The mobster called Fingers stomped closer. Closer …

Becky hadn’t had time to find a stick for herself. But she had the cloak.

She unfastened the clasp and slipped it off her shoulders, holding it ready. She nodded at Flynn, trying to telegraph to him without words what she was going to do. Flynn looked like he was wishing he were anywhere else but here. But he nodded back.

Becky waited, listening to the mobster crunch through the dry grass and underbrush until she judged he was just in front of their hiding place. Then with a yell, she burst out of the bushes and flung the cloak over his head.

Flynn sprang out at the same time, and aimed a hard blow with the stick at Hagopian’s knees.

Hagopian’s leg buckled under him, and he fell over, his head and upper body tangled in the folds of the cloak. He rolled on the ground, swearing. And then his hand shot out and grabbed hold of Becky’s ankle.

Becky’s heart stopped. Terror filled every part of her. Flynn hit Hagopian again, aiming for his head, but he was rolling and thrashing so that the stick only glanced off his shoulder.

Becky tried to kick him with her free foot, but he only tightened his hold, and—

“Stop right there!” a voice snapped from right behind them.

Becky spun, expecting to see one of Hagopian’s allies—and knowing that they were completely doomed if he had reinforcements.

But instead, the figure standing on the forest path was Tobias Gregson.

He dived down, twisting Hagopian’s hand, forcing the mobster to let go of Becky’s ankle. Then he hauled Hagopian to his feet and pinned his arms behind his back. He dipped a hand into Hagopian’s pocket, coming out with a revolver, and dug it into the mobster’s back.

“Unless you’re hoping to get shot tonight, don’t move.”

Hagopian stopped struggling.

Becky realized she was still just staring at Gregson with her mouth open, part of her not really believing that he was here.

“How—”

“I got a message at the hotel, telling me to come to Croftsmere,” Gregson said. “I had just arrived when I heard a scream, and gunshots from here, so I came to investigate. Now, tell me what’s been going on.”

Becky gulped in a breath. “He’s got Lady Belinda … and Inspector Lestrade. In the house over there.”

She nodded towards the run-down cottage.

Still keeping firm hold of Hagopian, Gregson marched him forwards towards the door, pushing it open with the toe of his boot. Becky and Flynn followed.

There was only the one room inside. Becky’s heart skipped as she realized she’d forgotten to tell Gregson about the man in grey. But he was gone. There was only Lady Belinda and Inspector Lestrade, still tied to their chairs.

Gregson found a coil of rope on the floor and quickly tied up Hagopian, then went to cut the ropes, first on Lady Belinda, then on Lestrade.

Inspector Lestrade must have been drifting in and out of consciousness again, because he only came fully awake when Gregson freed his hands.

He stared. “Gregson?”

“Thought you could use some help,” Gregson said.

He extended a hand to Lestrade. The inspector hesitated for a second, then took the hand Gregson offered and stood. “Thanks.” His voice came out raspy. “I … I owe you one.”





CHAPTER 17: FLYNN

“I heard the gunshot,” said Mr. Holmes. He nodded at Gregson and Lestrade, who had just shaken hands. “But it seems you have the situation well under control.” He gave an approving glance at the trussed-up figure of Fingers Hagopian.

Then Holmes nodded to Lady Belinda, giving a slight bow. “I am Sherlock Holmes, and very pleased to make your acquaintance, Lady Belinda. I regret the ordeal you have been through.”

She rubbed her wrists as she replied, “I have survived; that is the important thing. Where is my husband?”

“Sir Clarence awaits you in the parlour at Croftsmere,” Holmes replied. “The lights are visible from here. Do not be alarmed when you see his bandages. He is doing well, and when he sees you his condition will undoubtedly be still more improved.”

“Thank you, Mr. Holmes,” Lady Belinda said. “May I go to my husband now?”

“Indeed you may. We shall all accompany you.”

Hagopian protested. “’Ere now! I can’t walk all roped up like this.”

“Poor you,” said Lestrade. “Walk as you are, or be dragged. Gregson and I are up to that task, are we not?”

Gregson nodded. The two policemen hauled the mobster onto his feet.

Flynn remembered something. “Look in his coat pocket.”

Gregson did so, and extracted a handful of brass trinkets. “What are these?”

“Nuffing,” said Hagopian.

“No, they’re something, all right,” Flynn said.

At Mr. Holmes’s raised eyebrow, Flynn went on. “He shot the Burner, and then pulled them out of the Burner’s pocket. They must be important. If they weren’t, he’d have just chucked them away into the woods.”

“Quite satisfactory, Flynn,” Holmes said. “Possibly a clue to the gang’s operation. At the very least, it corroborates your narrative of having witnessed the murder of the false policeman called the Burner.”

“Take me to the police station,” Hagopian said.

“Not likely, my lad,” said Lestrade. “We’ll not be fooled again by your cronies. You’ll be in our custody until my men from the Metropolitan can take you to London.”

“He had a policeman with him when he left the station and rented that boat,” Flynn said. “The one he shot at you from, Mr. Holmes.”

“I wonder where that policeman is now,” Holmes said.

Hagopian glared, silent.

“Did you kill him, Hagopian, as you killed your other accomplice, the man called the Burner? Did you leave him at a remote edge of the lake, his body weighted down with rocks? That would fit the Syndicate’s pattern of leaving no trace behind, or at least attempting to do so. But now, that same pattern applies to you. You have been captured, so you are a liability.”

Still, Hagopian said nothing.

“And what about your other accomplice, the man with you on the train?” asked Lestrade. “Have you killed him as well?”

Becky turned around to Flynn. “The man in grey!” she cried.

Then she ran away into the darkness, in the direction of the lights of Croftsmere.





CHAPTER 18: WATSON

In Lady Sybil’s bedroom at Croftsmere, I was working diligently to save her from the effects of the poison she had deliberately ingested. It was my sworn duty as a physician, after all, and I also was driven to keep her alive so that we might learn something of the Syndicate from her. Mrs. Mault, the housekeeper, was helping me, fetching hot water bottles and towels and keeping Lady Sybil upright while the purgatives I administered did their work.

We had very nearly succeeded in weathering the worst of the crisis when the lady’s maid Gisele arrived, breathless and wide-eyed.

“Oh, Doctor,” she cried. “I came as quickly as I could. Please tell me how I can help you save my lady’s life. She has been so kind to me, and I shall remain loyal, no matter what she has done—”

Gisele was about to approach the bed, when Becky burst in, also out of breath, followed closely by Gregson, Flynn, and then Holmes.

“Don’t let her get anywhere near Lady Sybil!” Becky shrilled. “She’s one of them! She was the man in grey—the one with Fingers Hagopian on the train!”

At that Gisele gave a stricken look, crouched down as though about to faint, and then sprang forwards to the door.

Before she could reach it, however, Holmes neatly caught her wrist in a vise-like grip and spun her around, directly into the arms of Gregson.

A few moments later, we escorted Gisele downstairs to the parlour, leaving Mrs. Mault to keep watch over Lady Sybil in case she awoke and attempted to harm herself once again.

“You have no proof!” Gisele snarled.

“No doubt Mr. Hagopian can be induced to betray you,” Holmes said. “We have him trussed up in the wine cellar downstairs. He seems ready to bargain.”

“He knows nothing.”

“I expect he knows you were Lady Sybil’s go-between to deliver the blackmail materials to London. Who better to play the messenger than her devoted maid, who was frequently sent on trips to fetch cures and remedies for her ailing mistress?”

What Gisele would have replied was lost, however, for at that moment we were joined by Lady Belinda and Sir Clarence, arm in arm, supporting one another.

Then Lady Belinda caught sight of Gisele, and her eyes widened. “You!” she said. “Clarence, this is the wretch who helped Lady Sybil tie me up and drag me into that horrible stone hovel.”

Holmes added, “I expect we will find evidence to implicate her in the death of Katherine Harrison as well.”

He turned to Gisele.

“You have one chance to help yourself. The law may be inclined to be merciful if you tell us what you know of the Syndicate.”

Gisele gave him a sly look. “What if I offer to tell you about the other prisoner?”

“The other prisoner?” Gregson asked sharply. “What do you mean?”

“That other English girl, the one who was being held along with Lady Belinda. Fair hair, very tall and slim—and a temper!” Gisele gave Gregson a mocking look. “Oh yes, that temper of hers was very unfortunate for her; it made her captors very angry.”

Gregson sprang at Gisele in fury. It took all my strength to hold him back.

Gisele laughed. “I saw her taken away from the stone cottage just before Lady Belinda arrived. I will tell you where she can be found now. But only if you let me go free.”

Gregson turned to Holmes. “For God’s sake, we must set her free! Amy’s life is at stake!”

Holmes held up his index finger. “I find it difficult to believe that the Syndicate would take a lowly courier into their confidence. We have no assurance that she is not simply bluffing, playing on your feelings for Amy in order to get the upper hand.”

Gregson said, “Let’s test her, then. Gisele, if what you claim is true, tell us where Amy was working before she was taken captive.”

Gisele glared. “Uncuff me first,” she said.

“Just as soon as you identify the place,” Holmes said. “Where was it? Which neighborhood in London?”

“It was in the City. A bank, I think.”

Gregson shook his head. “Wrong answer. The cuffs stay on.”

Gisele looked daggers at us all as Holmes spoke. “Someone who knew the inner workings of the Syndicate well enough to be entrusted with the knowledge of Miss Thiel’s whereabouts would surely have known. The place was an important source of revenue. As is this operation here in Windermere. The funds here are obtained by blackmail rather than fraud, but they are substantial all the same.”

Gisele snarled. “Do your worst, Mr. Holmes.”

“I will not need to do a single thing,” Holmes said, in the oddly sympathetic tone he uses on such occasions. “The Criminal Court will vigorously invoke the penalty for your crimes, especially for kidnapping Inspector Lestrade, an officer and representative of the law that the court is sworn to enforce and uphold. And in the prison, there are many others who will do their worst, simply to gratify their own appetites for cruelty. You will spend your remaining days in a dark, fetid solitary cell, infested by rats, without even rudimentary sanitation. Your once-pretty face will rapidly deteriorate from disease and malnutrition. You will endure a daily parade of shame as you are brought into the prison yard for your solitary exercise. You will be jeered and spat upon by your fellow inmates. And from your guards and the prison warden, you will receive no consideration and no sympathy, but only scorn and derision.” He paused, his grey eyes meeting hers. “If that is your choice, then so be it.”

He turned away.

“Wait!”

Gisele’s tone changed from defiance to a pleading one. “Amy really was taken away. But I don’t know where she is now. I think somewhere back in London.”

“And why would you think of London?”

“I overheard the two men who took her.”

“Took her in what mode of transportation?”

Silence. I began to think that Gisele was bluffing once again.

Then she said, “A van. Like they use for racehorses.”

“And what did the men say?”

“They had her tied up and blindfolded, pulling her into the van as if she herself were a racehorse. And one of the men said to be careful with her, she’s going to win us the Queen’s Cup. And they both laughed.”





EPILOGUE: LUCY

“Shouldn’t they have been back by now?” Becky craned her neck to peer out the window for at least the dozenth time.

The sun was setting, casting long, purple shadows over the London street outside.

“Not necessarily,” I told her. “We’ve no way of telling how long the meeting might take.”

I was feeling just as keyed-up and anxious as Becky, though. We had left the Lake District behind and arrived back in London the night before. And this afternoon Gregson, Jack, and Lestrade had been summoned to a meeting at Scotland Yard.

“Do you want to go back?” Becky asked. “To the Lake District, I mean.”

She was trying to take both our minds off what might be happening at Scotland Yard, I realised. “It’s pretty there,” I said.

“And the hotel was nice. It might be fun to go back for a real holiday.”

“When Jack could go too.”

“But just on our own. You, me, and Jack. I think it would be too quiet for Mr. Holmes.”

“He does like to stay busy,” I said. “But sometimes he likes concerts, where he’s just listening—”

“I see them!” Becky suddenly cried. She threw the door open. A moment later Jack and Gregson appeared in the doorway.

Becky peered past them into the street. “Inspector Lestrade didn’t come with you?” she asked.

“He went straight back to his lodgings.” Gregson’s lips quirked in a quick, wry smile. “It’ll probably take him at least a week to recover from having been obliged to offer me congratulations.”

“Then—” I looked questioningly at Jack, who nodded.

“Commissioner Bradford was at the meeting,” he said.

“The Commissioner was there in person?” I was startled. Colonel Sir Edward Ridley Colborne Bradford was the head of the entire metropolitan police force, and as such had countless demands on his time.

“I think your father may have had something to do with that,” Jack said.

I understood. Holmes and Commissioner Bradford were old allies.

“At any rate,” Jack went on, “the Commissioner listened to Lestrade’s testimony and agreed Gregson should be reinstated as an Inspector at Scotland Yard, effective immediately.”

I let out a breath. “That is good news.”

“Yes.” Gregson looked down at his hands, his cheekbones darkening. “Lestrade was … he was very decent about it all, in fact,” he said gruffly. “Spoke out on my behalf. Gave me more credit than I deserved about the Windermere business, really.”

“That’s not true!” Becky put in. “Lestrade might have been shot if you hadn’t arrived when you did. You saved his life!”

“What, with you and Flynn already there to defend him? Never.” Gregson smiled at her. But then he sobered, looking down at his own clenched hands once again. “I just wish—”

I knew what he was thinking: that he would gladly have traded his newly regained rank if it could have resulted in our finding Amy.

“We have a lead now,” I reminded him. “Ascot. The Queen’s cup. Barely two weeks away.”

“Yes.”

“And then—” Jack glanced at me, a question in his gaze, and I nodded. The time had come to tell Gregson the whole of what we knew.

“If you’re at Scotland Yard again, you’ll be in a position to keep up with the investigation,” Jack finished. He lowered his voice. “And you remember those bronze trinkets we found in Hagopian’s pocket? Well, we’re both going to have a use for them.”


THE END







A NOTE TO READERS

Thank you for reading Holmes Takes a Holiday. We hope you’ve enjoyed it.

As you probably know, reviews make a big difference! So, we also hope you’ll consider going back to the Amazon page where you bought the story and uploading a quick review. You can get to that page by using this link:


geni.us/WFvz



You can also sign up for our mailing list to receive updates on new stories, special discounts, and ‘free days’ for some of our other books: www.SherlockAndLucy.com. And if you’re wondering about next adventure, just turn the page.





Wondering what happens next?



It’s called Holmes Picks a Winner and is set just outside London, at the world-famous racing venue of Ascot. Stay in touch with us on Facebook or our website, and you’ll be the first to know when this next book in our Sherlock and Lucy Series is ready.





Meanwhile, we have a new series starting up featuring Becky and Flynn, two of our favorite characters!


[image: Book teaser cover]




The setting is the western front, just outside Paris, in 1915.



It’s been twenty years since we first met Becky and Flynn. Now they’re fighting for England in the Great War. But they still have an incomparable ally in the great detective himself.
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CHAPTER 1: FLYNN


September 1915

The Western Front

France



Flynn wasn’t dead. At least, he didn’t think he was, given the pain that was chewing on every one of his nerves. Maybe his life hadn’t been exactly blameless. But unless he was overlooking some serious misdeeds, he’d done nothing to deserve death feeling this bad.

He tried to pry his eyes open, but they felt weighted, glued shut. His mind felt that way, too—like someone had lifted the top of his skull and poured hot, sticky tar inside, making it impossible to think. And he couldn’t move, either, not without the pain making him wish someone would put him out of his misery.

A weight was sitting square on his chest, crushing his ribs, making it impossible to breathe.

Where was he?

The trenches. That was the last he remembered. The mud and the dead bodies and the rats. The shells from the German guns exploding with a roar and a spray of shrapnel, day and night.

It was quieter here. Although—

As his head cleared and he tried again to gasp for air, he realised he could hear someone talking.

His heart pounded for a second at the thought that maybe he’d been captured. His ears were still ringing and his head was fuzzy enough that he only caught a word or two.

“… haemorrhaging! … surgery … immediately!”

The words were English, not German. And maybe he was hallucinating or going crazy from the pain, because Flynn would have sworn that the voice—a girl’s voice—was familiar.

But Becky wasn’t … she couldn’t be …

A second voice—male, this time—answered, sounding doubtful. “Ah, shouldn’t that sort of thing be left to the doctors, miss?”

“What an incredibly intelligent observation!”

Becky—if it was Becky—sounded furious. Maybe he was dead and they were in the afterlife after all. If Becky ever joined the heavenly choir, the first thing Flynn pictured her doing was demanding something more useful to do than play a harp all day and something more practical to wear than a white robe.

“In case it’s escaped your notice, I’m not wearing a nurse’s uniform. Which makes me a doctor. A fully qualified surgeon, in fact. This man has shrapnel wounds to the chest, which are causing a haemorrhage in the lungs, and he is not going to die on my watch! Now, either help me get him into surgery or get out of my way.”

It suddenly struck Flynn like another piece of hot shrapnel that he was the one she was talking about. The jolt was enough that he finally managed to drag his eyes open.

Becky—it really was Becky—was standing over him. Her blonde hair was pinned back under a white surgeon’s cap, and her face was so pale that the scattering of freckles across her nose stood out like splotches of paint.

Behind her, a young man in a hospital orderly’s uniform was hovering, looking terrified. Becky tended to have that effect, even though the top of her head barely came up to the man’s shoulder. “Yes, miss. I mean, right away …” The orderly gulped. “Just tell me what to do.”

“Ether.” Becky spoke crisply. “And tell Nurse Wylie to get the operating theatre ready.” She looked like she was about to say something more, but she turned her head and saw that Flynn was awake.

When the quick twist of fear flashed across Becky’s expression, Flynn’s stomach clenched. All the crazy stunts they’d pulled, all the messes they’d got into as kids working for Mr. Holmes, and he almost couldn’t remember a time when he’d seen Becky afraid.

But she was scared now—for him.

Then, as her eyes met his, she made herself smile.

“Hello, there.”

Flynn tried to ask, Where are we. But when he tried to shape the words, no sound came out.

Becky seemed to understand, though. “We’re at a Red Cross Hospital near Soissons. This place used to be a chateau.” She gestured around them at walls that Flynn suddenly and blearily registered were covered with gilded trim and mirrors and all sorts of fancy painting. “It belonged to a count, apparently.”

“What—” Flynn managed to speak this time, but his voice was a rattling whisper and he couldn’t get breath for any more words. His vision was blurring around the edges.

“Don’t try to talk,” Becky told him. She was doing something with scissors, struggling to cut away his uniform shirt and jacket. It wasn’t easy; the khaki was thick with mud—like everything that had been in the trenches for longer than five minutes—and squinting down his nose, Flynn saw the entire front of his uniform was soaked in red.

Some of the blood might be Hutchins’, but most was probably his.

That couldn’t be good.

“Everything’s all right,” Becky said.

“Easy … for you … to say.” Flynn managed to gasp out.

Becky gave a strange-sounding laugh, and then she took hold of his hand, wrapping her fingers around his in a grip so hard it was almost painful. “You are going to be all right, do you hear me?” She spoke fiercely. “I’m going to operate, I’m going to stop the bleeding, and you are going to be absolutely fine.”

If Flynn could have drawn breath enough to speak again, he’d have made a joke about how she always did love an excuse to order him around. Or practise her medical skills on him.

Back when she’d made up her mind that she would become a doctor—back when they were kids—every time he’d got so much as a stubbed toe, she’d pestered him to let her treat it.

But his chest felt like one of the lads in the tank division had just parked a Mark I on his rib cage.

A nurse swooped towards him, fitting a rubber mask over his nose and mouth, and his eyes started to slide shut again. But just as the whole world was turning into shades of grey and black, he felt Becky’s hand come up and brush the hair gently back from his forehead.

His insides knotted. Becky might look like one of those blond-haired angel dolls people stuck on top of a Christmas tree, but she was about as gentle as a hacksaw and as sentimental as a shark.

If she was this scared for him now, he really was going to die.

His throat clogged up. What were you supposed to do when you had just hours—minutes, maybe—of life left? What did you say?

One thought rose above all the other ones that were cramming themselves into his mind: the thought of where he’d be, of who he’d have turned into if he hadn’t tried to pick the pocket of the tall, grey-eyed man outside 221B Baker Street one day.

Flynn tried to keep his eyes open, pushed the rubber mask away and forced his lips to move again. “Tell them back home … tell Mr. Holmes…”

Becky didn’t let him finish. “Don’t you dare start making final speeches! You can tell him yourself, the next time you see him!” Her voice as she put the mask back on him was as fierce as before. But all the same, he’d have sworn he felt a feather-light kiss on his cheek and heard her voice—with an odd catch in it, like she was trying not to cry—whisper in his ear.

“You’re not going to die, Flynn. I promise you.”





CHAPTER 2: BECKY

It was all very well, Becky thought, promising someone that they weren’t going to die. That didn’t make it true.

She stood in Ward Number 3 at the foot of Flynn’s hospital bed and watched the steady rise and fall of his breathing.

Nearly twelve hours had passed since she had tied the final sutures in his operation, and according to the medical chart at the foot of his bed, he had slept for most of them. Though he had roused enough to take some water and broth around midday, according to the nurse’s records.

There were tent wards erected all around the grounds of the chateau, but this one, Ward number 3, was indoors, housed in what Becky assumed must have once been a ballroom.

The original owner of the chateau had evidently been a great admirer of Louis XIV’s taste in decor. There was enough gilded plaster work to make Becky feel as though her eyes were under direct assault: a frieze of vines and cherubs blowing gilded trumpets marched along the walls, and gilded frames surrounded the ceiling panels, which displayed Grecian murals of frolicking nymphs.

The decorations, being too high up off the ground to be easily reached, had escaped a brief German occupation during the early days of the war relatively unscathed. The floors hadn’t been so lucky; they had once been an elaborate herringbone parquet, but they had been heavily scarred and scraped by German boots.

It was quiet tonight—insofar as anywhere within ten miles of the trenches was ever quiet.

Becky had grown accustomed to ignoring the distant pounding of gunfire and the bursts of exploding shells that sounded like far-off thunder. She’d grown used to listening with half an ear to the roar of airplane engines that sometimes passed overhead, too.

Like everyone here, she had learned to distinguish the steady throb of a German plane’s engine from the smoother hum of an Allied plane. Not that the differentiation did any of them much good. If a German plane flew overhead, there was nothing to be done save hope they wouldn’t decide to drop a bomb on you—as had happened in many other hospitals stretched out across the Front lines.

But at least there were only a handful of patients here tonight.

Just a little over a year ago, the assassination of an obscure archduke had plunged the entire world into war. Now the armies of France, Belgium, and Britain faced off against those of Germany along a four hundred mile stretch of land that wove through France and Belgium from the Swiss border to the North Sea and was known as the Western Front.

It was a deadlock, with both opposing sides dug deep down into networks of muddy trenches that kept the men in utterly filthy and miserable conditions—and at the same time prevented either the German forces or the allied ones from gaining any measurable degree of ground.

Becky didn’t often let herself think about how long the war might stretch on this way, or how many men would die before one side or the other declared victory. But at least the hospitals had become more efficient and experienced with treating the wounded over the past twelve months. A railway line had been hastily built a mile or so from the hospital, and those who were judged well enough to travel were transported as quickly as possible back to England—or Blighty, as it was nicknamed—to make way for the fresh waves of wounded men who were sure to come.

And so tonight there were only eleven patients in this ward: Flynn and ten others.

The ward nurse on night duty—it was Sister Cowie tonight—was bustling about, smoothing blankets and taking temperatures, checking bandages and making notes on the patients’ charts.

She gave Becky a disapproving glance as she swept past, the stiff points of her starched white apron sweeping the floor.

“You ought to be resting, Dr. Kelly. There’s another convoy expected to arrive at three a.m.”

It was too dangerous for the convoy vehicles to travel from the Front during the day, with the constant risk of being bombed by German planes or shelled by their artillery. For that matter, those risks still existed at night. But it was at least marginally safer under cover of darkness, so the wounded usually arrived at the hospital in the early hours before dawn.

“I will,” Becky told her. “In a bit.”

There was no question that Sister Cowie was right; she should be in her own bed.

Becky had learned within the first week of setting foot in France that sleep was a luxury to be snatched at and greedily hoarded any time an opportunity arose.

The current word from the trenches was that there was a big push on—which meant that the allied armies might, just possibly, gain a mile or two of ground. What was a certainty, though, was that the big, rolling convoys would be rumbling in, bringing the hundreds and hundreds of young men and boys who’d paid in blood for those measly couple of miles.

Often times they didn’t even have enough beds in the wards for all the wounded, and the men had to be laid out on the grounds of the chateau—groaning in pain, crying out for water, waiting until there was room for them or until they died, whichever came first.

She and the other surgeons and nurses on the hospital staff would treat the ones who survived long enough to be brought in—the lucky ones, if you could call it that. During especially bad stretches, she’d operated on one man after another for days and nights at a time. Her record was thirty-six hours of working without rest or sleep, gulping down appallingly horrid coffee just to keep awake. Crushed arms and legs, lungs burned by gas, head wounds, boys sometimes no older than sixteen with half their faces shot away …

Sister Cowie gave a sniff that conveyed further disapproval. She was a plump woman of somewhere around forty who appeared to disapprove of the world in general. But she had made it clear from the start that she disapproved of Becky very much in particular.

Now she moved forward to check the bandages on Flynn’s chest.

“I can do that,” Becky said quickly.

Sister Cowie froze, then gave her a look that said Becky had just caused mortal offense. “Just as you say, Doctor.”

She put enough irony into the final word to sink one of the German U-boats that currently prowled the English channel.

Becky suppressed a sigh.

It wasn’t just Sister Cowie. Most of the nurses here didn’t like her very much. Or at the very least, they weren’t entirely sure how to treat her. She was female, but she wasn’t one of them. She was younger than most, for one thing—and worse yet, she was a surgeon, a position that if she were a man would have meant she ought to be accorded the utmost respect—reverence, even—from the attending nurses.

Becky had no interest whatsoever in being revered. But it got tiresome to be treated like a cross between a mental patient and a leper, simply because she had the audacity to be one of a bare handful of women doctors in France—in the world, for that matter.

It was only in the past twenty years that women had even been allowed to qualify for medical degrees. And very often members of her own sex didn’t approve of her choices any more than most men did.

“I just meant that I could help, since you have so much to do,” she told Sister Cowie. It was probably pointless to try to placate the older woman, but she added, with a glance at Flynn’s sleeping face, “And I know him. He’s a friend of mine.”

“Really?” Sister Cowie’s voice was still frosty, but her expression softened just slightly as she turned to look down at Flynn, as well. “Poor lad. Will he recover, do you think?”

She might not think much of Becky, but Sister Cowie was an excellent nurse, who cared quite genuinely for her patients.

“I think so,” Becky said. She resisted the urge to knock on wood or do something equally superstitious as she said it.

Flynn had needed a blood transfusion during the long hours of surgery, and there had been a few minutes when she had thought that he would simply bleed out his life right there on the operating table and that she would lose him.

She said—as much to convince herself as reassure Sister Cowie—“I got all the bits of shrapnel out during the surgery. He should recover. If he can avoid infection, that is.”

A faintly speculative light came into Sister Cowie’s gaze. “And he’s a friend of yours, you say?”

She was, Becky realised with a peculiar jolt, probably imagining some grand war-time romance.

“A very good friend.” She bent over to check Flynn’s dressings, which were all clean and dry. No sign of fresh bleeding. And no trace of gangrene, thank goodness. “We grew up together.”

“Oh really?” Sister Cowie’s moment of behaving like a human being was over; she pursed her lips as though growing up with someone was somehow scandalous.

Becky had the sudden wild urge to say, Yes, he was the leader of Sherlock Holmes’s force of Baker Street Irregulars. We picked locks and shadowed criminals and generally got into trouble all over London. Just to see whether the older woman’s head would actually explode like a mortar shell.

But since what she really wanted was for Sister Cowie to leave her alone as soon as possible, she said nothing.

The nurse gave a final sniff of disapproval and bustled away again, responding to a man—Colonel Yates, a head-wound patient—who was awake and calling for a drink of water.

Becky bent once more over Flynn, not because there was really anything left to do for him, but because she found that she had to press her eyes shut against a sudden and horrifying rush of tears.

So far she’d always got through her days here one patient, one soldier at a time. She refused to think about anything but the man on the operating table, the life she was trying to save. She couldn’t stop the war—she couldn’t even save all the soldiers who landed here at the hospital.

The ever-expanding graveyard outside in the chateau grounds was an eloquent and ugly testament to that.

But she could fight hard for every one of her patients, put as many boys as she could back together, make sure that as many as humanly possible got back home again, alive.

Now, though, looking down at Flynn’s face—as white as the bandages that covered him from his neck almost down to his waist—

Her skin went clammy and her heart started to pound at the memory of just how close he’d come to occupying one of those freshly dug graves outside, with only a little twist of paper in an empty beer-bottle to identify his rank and name.

A hot, choking wave of fury rose up in her at the awful, bloody waste of it all. The young men with their bodies shattered, the hundreds of thousands of lives lost.

And yet, what was the alternative?

Becky straightened, pushing her hair back. The Kaiser’s armies meant to conquer Europe—and the world had seen in Belgium exactly how they treated the lands they conquered. She’d witnessed it first-hand here in France, as well. Their little corner of the French countryside had been invaded and occupied by the Germans in August of 1914, before the allied forces had pushed them back.

Just a few miles away from the chateau were ruined, bombed-out villages where the remaining survivors huddled in the cellars of their former homes. The men had all been rounded up, taken back to Germany, and forced into labour camps. The men, and many of the able-bodied women, too. Mothers and fathers had been ripped away from their children. Girls of thirteen and fourteen—little more than children themselves—who had been unlucky enough to catch the eye of a German soldier were now left to bear half-German babies.

Becky thought of those same German armies marching across England. Of everyone she had left behind in London. Jack and Lucy and—

Flynn’s eyelids fluttered, then opened. His gaze, bleary at first, then sharpening in awareness, fixed on her face.

She smiled. “Hello.”

“So I wasn’t … dreaming, then.” Flynn shifted position—or tried to—and grimaced in pain. “Couldn’t believe I hadn’t just imagined your being here.”

It did seem a wildly improbable chance, that out of all the hospitals spread out along the Western Front in France, he should have landed in hers.

For no reason at all—except possibly fatigue—Becky’s eyes stung all over again, and a lump rose in her throat.

She blinked hard. The last thing Flynn would want was for her to start crying all over him. “Would you like some water?”

Flynn nodded. “Thanks.”

Becky helped him to take a few sips from the tin cup beside his bed. He sank back afterwards, clearly tired by the effort. But she was glad to see that he was able to drink at all, and that a little colour had come back into his cheeks.

“So what are you—” he started to ask.

He stopped, though, stiffening as a peremptory voice from across the aisle of the ward barked, “Schwester! Ein trinken wasser!”

Flynn’s eyes narrowed as he looked across at the patient who had made the demand. Then he glanced at Becky.

“Yes.” She answered the unspoken question. “We get German prisoners of war here sometimes.”

Most of them were merely boys, very little different from the English ones she treated: young, bewildered, frightened, and pathetically grateful for any care.

The German officers, however—particularly the members of the Kaiser’s Prussian Guards Division—were another matter entirely. And the man across the aisle was one of those.

Rude, domineering, thoroughly unpleasant—and dangerous, as well. Becky knew that this particular Prussian had tried to shoot the stretcher-bearer who brought him off the field of battle. The fact that his right hand had been so badly wounded that he was in danger of needing it amputated had not improved his temper any, either.

“Wasser!” the Prussian roared again.

At somewhere in his middle forties, he was one of the older patients, with a harsh, blunt-featured face and hair turning to grey at the temples.

Sister Cowie started to comply with the request. None too quickly, but in coming here they’d made a promise to treat all wounded in need of medical attention, whether enemy or allied.

But before Sister Cowie could fetch the Prussian his requested cup of water, the dark-haired young private in the next bed threw back the blankets and lurched unsteadily to his feet, sweating and shaking, but with his hands clenched.

“Say, Please, you bloomin’ Bosche!”

The Prussian clamped his mouth shut and glowered, and the other man—Becky thought his name was Private Jenkins—launched himself at the German, his hands fastening in a choke-hold around the Prussian officer’s throat.


Read on:
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